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In 2021, millions of Americans quit their jobs 
in what is now known as the Great Resigna-
tion. The top reasons cited for leaving were 

low pay, no opportunities for growth, and a lack 
of respect from their employers.1 In other 
words, employees were not happy. 

The health care industry in particular was hit 
hard by these resignations, driven further by 
employee burnout from the COVID-19 
pandemic. The Health Resources and Services 
Administration projects that worker shortages 
will only grow in the coming years across all 
positions in the health care field.2 Now more 
than ever, it is important to focus on retaining 
staff for the good of the patients who depend 
upon them. 

I have spent over 30 years consulting and 
advising companies on how to improve their 
workforce. The most important factor I have 
seen that makes or breaks these companies is 
happiness. In recent decades across industries, 
respect for employees as individuals has been 
replaced by a drive to maximize value for 
shareholders—but these do not have to be 
competing goals. When employees are happy, 
they work harder, stay longer, and create more 
profit. Prioritizing happy workers is not just good 
for the well-being of your employees—is not 
a long-term investment in your organization.

But happiness does not happen by accident. 
It requires intentionality and hard work from 
leadership to achieve this lasting company 
culture. If cultivating happiness seems like 
a daunting task, know that you are not alone in 
that feeling. Many organizations struggle with 
this endeavor, but the rewards are well worth it. 
Here are my best tips, developed and tested 
over 3 decades, for making and keeping 
happy employees.

1. Work + recreation + 
meaning = happy work. 
When you put effort toward a task, that’s work. 
When you enjoy the work you’re doing, there’s 
an element of recreation. And when you feel like 
it improves the world or your community, you 
have added meaning into the equation, and the 
result is happy work. Your goal as a leader 
should be to foster a culture that balances all 
3 elements of this happy work formula. For most 
health care employees, finding meaning is 
inherent in their work, and likely what drove 
them to this field in the first place. Leaders then 
are tasked with ensuring their employees are 
actually enjoying their day-to-day work, 
ensuring that they are working at the top of 
their license, and determining whether there is 
another department or branch of care they 
would like to explore instead.

2. Happy employees result 
from a top-down approach. 
Company culture is established by leadership, 
so it is vital that CEOs, directors, managers, and 
other individuals in positions of authority are 
on board with centering employee happiness. 
Educate your leaders on the value happy 
employees add to your organization and 
encourage a philosophical shift that prioritizes 
this positive culture in long-term 
business plans.

3. Happy employees create 
more profit, but that investment 
does not work in reverse. 
Simply paying workers more is not enough to 
make them happy. This represents a shift from 
past generations who were more likely to make 
employment decisions based on salary. Today, 

employees are looking for meaning in their 
work, inclusion and diversity, and respect from 
their employers. If your company does not 
provide these benefits, good employees will 
look elsewhere for a workplace that does.

4. Employees will feel 
comfortable offering constructive 
criticism only if there is 
a company culture of trust. 
Surveys are a tricky tool for assessing why 
workers are unhappy, because most people will 
not give an honest response if they do not 
believe their opinions are trusted and valued. 
Many organizations see improvement 
initiatives as mono-directional projects 
planned by leadership and implemented on 
employees or stakeholders. Instead, leadership 
should create opportunities for employees to 
be innovative and collaborate on these 
initiatives. Opening this door, listening to their 
ideas, and using their suggestions will make 
employees feel heard and build their trust.

5. Happiness starts with hiring. 
Given the current shortage of health care 
workers—in oncology especially—it may feel like 
you cannot be too picky while hiring. However, 
in the long run, you will save time and money 
by hiring well the first time. Unhappy 
employees are less productive and may 
negatively affect the whole company culture—
not to mention the patient experience. Be 
intentional about finding an employee who 
both aligns with the organization’s needs and 
will be happy in the role. Some tactics to do so 
include using data to identify common 
qualities in employees who are successful in 
similar roles or offering new hires an incentive 
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to quit if they are unhappy when they join 
the company. 

6. Strong mission statements—
and employees who believe 
in them—are key. 
No matter the size of your organization, all 
employees should feel connected to its 
purpose, direction, and goals. Having a strong 
guiding mission statement not only brings 
unity and clarification among leaders, 
employees, and stakeholders; it also clearly 
communicates the intentions and goals of the 
company to its customers (or, in the case of 
health care, its patients).

For larger organizations, it can be beneficial 
to create mission statements specific to each 
department to help employees find meaning in 

their day-to-day work. A vision statement, 
which describes the impact the organization is 
striving for, and a statement of values, which 
defines ethics and priorities, are also great tools 
to connect employees to their unique sense of 
meaning in the work they do.

7. Unhappy employees make 
unhappy customers, but 
the reverse is true as well. 
If your customers are unhappy with your 
product or service, this sentiment affects the 
employee experience, because they want to 
believe in what their company is selling. In the 
case of cancer care, you can replace customers 
with patients. Consider their experience from 
the moment they walk through the door of 
your hospital or clinic. If you can help your 

patients feel comfortable and at-ease, it will 
translate to positive patient-provider 
interactions and happier employees.

In 2020, the American Medical Association 
conducted a survey of over 20,000 health care 
professionals to assess burnout related to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Almost half of those 
surveyed reported experiencing burnout, but 
the odds of burnout were 40% lower in those 
who reported that they felt valued by their 
organization.3 A growing population of patients 
with cancer, as well as survivors, means that we 
need a skilled, compassionate oncology 
workforce now more than ever; happiness 
should be employers’ most-used tool to 
combat the current workforce shortage. 

At its core, the field of medicine is about 
improving lives. Let this serve as a call to focus 
on the lives of health care employees as much 
as patients. Not only is their well-being tied to 
the success and longevity of the organization, 
but it is also the respect they deserve as human 
beings and selfless contributors to the field of 
medicine. 

Nick Webb is a healthcare futurist, keynote 
speaker, and company culture expert. He is the 
CEO of LearnLogic(R), a company that helps 
organizations drive customer and employee 
happiness through innovative training and 
workforce development. He is also the author of 
multiple best-selling books, inlcuding Happy 
Work: How to Create a Culture of Happiness.
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Nick Webb’s book, Happy Work, offers a blueprint for building a workplace culture rooted in meaning, 
joy, and purpose.
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