




Praise for The Healthy Workplace Nudge
“The Healthy Workplace Nudge is not your standard wellness-for-business book. In fact, 
Rex Miller directly challenges most of the ways companies deliver wellness programs to 
their employees. His team of researchers addresses why we need wellness programs in the 
first place: a lack of care. 
“More than that, this book provides new pathways and practical approaches. Most 

importantly, it calls for a new kind of leadership. A leadership of care.”
—Bob Chapman, CEO, Barry-Wehmiller; coauthor, Everybody

Matters: The Extraordinary Power of Caring for Your People Like Family

“Workplaces are killing people, costing economies and business fortunes in the process, 
and no one seems to care—or believes that anything can change. The Healthy Workplace
Nudge shows what it would take to enhance employee well-being and provides 
compelling examples of the change that is possible.”

—Jeffrey Pfeffer, author, Dying for a Paycheck; professor, Stanford 
Graduate School of Business 

“The ‘wellness’ industry is complex, siloed, and confusing. Miller has engaged a group of top 
health professionals, researchers, wellness program specialists, building designers, and for­
ward-thinking business leaders to chronicle the current state of the wellness industry and 
carefully lay out some frightening challenges ahead. This book will help leaders to step back 
and focus on what is most important and impactful when it comes to the health, engagement, 
and performance of their employees. Spoiler alert: Culture eats wellness for breakfast.”

—Leigh Stringer, workplace strategy expert; author, 
The Healthy Workplace: How to Improve the Well-Being of
Your Employees—and Boost Your Company’s Bottom Line

“Creating environments that allow people to be their best selves every day is not just a 
nice to have; it’s a business imperative. While everyone agrees philosophically that 
healthy, happy employees are tantamount to innovative and successful business, rapid 
change in the wellness industry demands a clearer definition of the hows and whys of 
employee health. This book masterfully cuts through the noise to shed light on to what 
works and what doesn’t. Rex has truly helped carve the way to the future of the 
workplace.”

—Ryan Picarella, president, Wellness Council of America, WELCOA 

“Combining the world’s largest asset class (Real Estate) with the world’s fastest-growing 
industry (Health and Wellness) represents the most significant economic and societal 
opportunity of our time. It’s not someone else’s responsibility or even opportunity. This 
is about all of us breaking our industry silos of real estate, HR, healthcare and financial 
performance. Rex Miller’s team and their research describe not only the full potential but the 
threat to business and our economy, if we don’t take advantage of this historic tipping point.”

—Paul Scialla, founder/CEO, Delos; founder, International WELL 
Building Institute 



“In the twenty-first century, organizations that are not designed to develop all aspects of 
employee life will be at a disadvantage. Rex and his team are spot-on in their insights 
about the importance of a workplace that fosters physical, emotional, mental, and 
spiritual engagement in their employees.”

—Greg Kunkel, SVP and cofounder, Next Jump 

“In 2013, the Gensler-designed new CBRE headquarters became the first workplace to 
receive a WELL Building certification. From that, we witnessed the birth of a movement 
and a new conversation. Rex Miller’s work to capture those events and his team’s 
research on workplace health and well-being provide a vital tool for leaders and 
practitioners for understanding this movement and the future vitality of organizations.”

—Andy Cohen, CEO, Gensler 

“Without a thriving, healthy workforce, businesses cannot remain competitive. With the 
growing health-care crisis, we need a better solution than the usual “check the box”
workplace wellness approach. By combining experienced voices from a wide variety of 
industries, MindShift brings a positively disruptive approach to wellness in the workplace 
so that companies can thrive in the twenty-first-century business environment.”

—Mim Senft, president and CEO, Motivity Partnerships, Inc.; 
cofounder, GW4W 

“The emphasis on wellness in the workplace is more important than ever. Why? Because 
people are our biggest asset. Whether it is installing cork layers into our floors for better 
posture, offering sit-stand desks to help blood circulation, or providing concierge services 
to run errands and give time back to our employees, the successful implementation of 
features that enhance and support our people is not an afterthought, but the key 
ingredient to our success. Rex has done a tremendous job in illuminating the importance 
of wellness, which transcends the office and reaches well into our personal lives. It is the 
key to keeping companies and ultimately our country competitive in the international 
marketplace.”

—Lewis C. Horne, president, Southern California 
and Hawaii Division, CBRE 

“A radical shift in the employee experience is necessary to redefine the standard of 
wellness and change lives for the better. The Healthy Workplace Nudge provides insight 
into new levels of engagement, within the workplace, to positively benefit both people 
and companies. 
“It’s time for a radical shift in the level of engagement and the standard of wellness that 

companies provide within the workplace. Rex and his team are challenging the status 
quo and providing the insight for positive disruption in The Healthy Workplace Nudge.”

—Calvin Crowder, vice president, Global Real Estate, GoDaddy 



“Rex has done a wonderful job blending employee welfare results with the heart. He 
provides the data to confirm that companies that focus on the ‘people model’ have an 
impact on their related health investments. The heart is the center of all goodness, 
emotionally and financially!”

—Tom Carmazzi, CEO, Tuthill 

“In our hearts, we know that we should genuinely care for all people, everywhere. At 
home, on the street, and at work, we should care for others and be cared for. However, 
our minds have been fooled to believe that profit is king, at the expense of care. In The
Healthy Workplace Nudge, Rex Miller connects what we know in our hearts to be true 
with concrete methodologies that will transform our minds regarding wellness in the 
workplace.”

—Wade Lewis, VP, Business Services, ISS 

“It is not only possible for organizations to be communities of human flourishing, but this 
is also the natural state when people exert themselves in a common, meaningful purpose. 
If this sounds overly idealistic, it is indicative of the pressing need to win the battle for 
well-being. But it requires leaders who understand and embrace that, like all living 
things, humans desire to flourish. For such leaders, The Healthy Workplace Nudge will be a 
clarion call to lead the humanizing of our workplaces.”

—Steven E. Carter, PhD, author, Good Leader; 
president/CEO, Carter, Inc. 

“I’ve always believed that the number one responsibility for a business leader is to create 
an environment in which people can excel—but that requires creating an environment 
that aligns the body, soul, spirit, and mind. Most corporate efforts have focused on 
improving the physical environment of work, but Rex’s book “nudges” us to address the 
spiritual and mental elements of well-being by creating a culture of care that recognizes 
that energy, not time, is our most valuable asset.”

—Barbara Jackson, director, Burns School of Real Estate and 
Construction Management, University of Denver 

“Rex takes a chainsaw to the oft-marketed idea that wellness is achieved by implement­
ing health testing, free gym memberships, and, oh yes, fewer snacks in the lunchroom. In 
its place, he presents the far more powerful concept of health and happiness, and then 
proceeds to weave inspirational stories of success.”

—Craig Janssen, managing director, Idibri 

“Memorable characters, humane CEOs, caring physicians, and a cast of other fascinating 
characters have inspired Rex Miller to tell one of the best argued, entertaining, and 
factually solid stories about the connective tissue between the wellness movement and 
the built environment. The Healthy Workplace Nudge will inspire you. It inspired me!”

—Susan S. Szenasy, director of design innovation, Metropolis 
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Inspired by and in memory of my mom, Lisa’s mom, and my brother Britt.

In gratitude to my lifelong mentors Charles Simpson and Clifford Christians.
—Rex Miller

For all of us who have worked in, and work to create, places for people,

young and old, rich and poor . . . ipsum attollere (raise your game).
—Phil Williams

To my wife and best friend Danelle O’Neill, whose interest in the health

and well-being of others, inspired my contribution to this book.
—Mike O’Neill
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FOREWORD 

It has become clear that work is the number one cause of stress; that stress 
is a big driver of chronic disease, and that the rise of chronic disease and 

associated costs are a direct threat to the survival of businesses. This book 
hammers this point. Businesses have no more room to fight with 
insurance companies or shift costs to employees. We must begin to 
reduce stress, and health-related costs, by creating cultures of care. This 
book will show you how. 

The Healthy Workplace Nudge is not your standard wellness-for­
business book. In fact, Rex Miller directly challenges most of the 
ways companies deliver wellness programs to their employees. His 
team of researchers addresses why we need wellness programs in the 
first place: a lack of care. 

The Healthy Workplace Nudge also explains the limitations of ROI 
thinking when it comes to employee health. The book describes a model 
of people in harmony with profit. It begins with the lives entrusted to us. 
With them, we create lasting value. Together. We don’t chase ROI 
when it comes to wellness. I tell our frontline leaders, “Let’s do the right 
thing; it’s our job to make it work for the business.” The marriage of 
profits and people makes us a better and more competitive company. 

When we visited with Rex, we saw that his research confirmed our 
view of business: creating a workplace where people feel safe, giving 
them genuine appreciation, and providing well-trained supervisors all 
come together to produce happy people and a thriving organization. 

This book confirms that we as leaders can and must rehumanize why 
and how we deliver wellness. As you read it, make it personal. Think 
about the people who work around you, especially the ones in your span 
of care. Where do they come from? What are their hopes? Do they go 
home at the end of the day energized and inspired by their time at work? 
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xiv Foreword

Is work fulfilling? Or do they return home drained and stressed by their 
time with us? The Healthy Workplace Nudge takes a serious look at why so 
many wellness efforts fail to improve the lives of employees. 

More than that, this book provides new pathways and practical 
approaches. Most importantly, it calls for a new kind of leadership. A 
leadership of care. 

—Bob Chapman,
 
CEO, Barry-Wehmiller;
 

coauthor, Everybody Matters:
The Extraordinary Power of Caring

for Your People Like Family
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INTRODUCTION: THE ELEPHANT WHISPERER

In his book, The Righteous Mind 1 Jonathan Haidt suggests that we are all
like a rider on an elephant. The rider is our conscious mind. It is

intelligent, rational, and intentional; it thinks, decides, and acts.
But, here’s the problem: We lumber along, atop an enormous beast

of culture, subconscious desires, assumptions, genetic predispositions, and
complex webs of fears, biases, and subjective experiences and feelings.
The elephant is going to go where the elephant is going to go. Our
conscious mind can choose and announce all it wants, but the elephant is
larger.

The Healthy Workplace Nudge tells the story of good intentions,
rationality, and high levels of intelligence, all riding an impenetrable,
unresponsive, and resistant leviathan. That brute has been around a very
long time and is not threatened by anything the rider could imagine.

Ten years ago, I and some associates created an approach to solving
unresponsive and resistant dilemmas, known as “wicked problems.”
They’re not wicked in a moral implication, but in the sense that they
cannot be solved, only navigated. But first, we had to change conversa­
tions that were stuck. We called that process MindShift. And a MindShift
has to first become an elephant whisperer.

To whisper to the elephant is to build certain triggers, chutes, and
ramps into the elephant’s thinking. For example, Richard Thaler, the
2017 Nobel Prize winner in economics, has captured the behavioral
economics idea of “nudge.” A nudge is a subtle design in buildings,
policies, strategy, marketing, food choices and sizes, and other nuances in
society that make the good choices easier. A nudge also flips the narrative;
for example, from “Quit killing yourself” to “Start living younger.”
Reframing the narrative is the fresh start nudge. For our purposes, a
nudge is anything that makes it easy for the elephant to pick a better path.
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2 Introduction

You will meet several intelligent riders, lumbering elephants, and
nudges in the pages to follow.

This journey started several years ago when I saw the powerful and
transforming result of an office working together to explore what wellness
and well-being meant to them. CBRE is the largest real estate company
on planet Earth. Their Los Angeles office, rebuilding after the Great
Recession, worked with wellness and design professionals to translate their
vision into a new kind of workplace. That resulted in the first corporate
space to bring medical and building science together. It revolutionized
their business and their own people. Furthermore, it attracted thousands of
curious leaders and professionals to come, see, and learn.

I was one of those who made the pilgrimage. And I came away
fascinated. But, to some degree, touring that space was like watching a
well-staged magic trick. The workspace was impressive, but something of
an illusion. The real magic came from the unseen journey the leader and
his people took to create that space. The outcomes weren’t predicted (or
even likely). So, I asked them what I’ve asked others with comparably
enchanted workplaces:

“How did you pull it off?”
“How did you survive the politics and pushback?”
“Why did you think you could do it?”
“What stories describe how you lost your naïveté?”
“Where did it almost fly off the tracks?
“How did it turn around?”
“How did it change you and your people?”

In most cases, their answers did not present a scripted list of lessons
learned, but rather a chronicle of the journey’s insights.

The process as a journey is the key to taming the elephant. Each
organization raises and rides a different one. Unlike what is described in
many business books, we found patterns not formulas. Simply plucking
the lessons from an expert rider and applying them to your elephant
typically fails.2

Elephants are also social animals. The same thing is true for great
projects and work. The environments we create to facilitate work
become proxies for how well we work and live together. CBRE did
not direct their employees to swallow something new. They engaged
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their people and their culture and created a highly social process that
resulted in the by-product, a magical environment.

They had to let go of previous assumptions about how they once
accomplished work, what a “normal” office might look like, design, and
wellness. They had to wake up in a new world every morning, literally
making it up as they traveled. To do that required them to whisper new
directions to the elephant. Trust me – that is a gut-wrenching, exhaust­
ing, stressful, and humbling process. But it produces something of
immense value.

They created something new, a place that truly embodied health and
well-being by introducing medical science into design. You’ve heard the
old adage that the process of making a great sum of money is more
valuable than the money itself. In that sense, CBRE’s process was worth
far more than what the eye could see. The process of creating their new
home provided the context to learn a new way to work together. I went
back several times, trying to understand what was in the process to
produce such transforming power.

Figure I.1 The elephant is going to behave as it wishes.
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But, before I figured it out, I fell under the same spell. I concluded
that they had simply found a way to do wellness better. And that naïve
assumption is where our work really started. We started by believing the
wellness elephant was not only large, but wise, sensitive, and caring. In
time, we began to realize we fell into an illusion. So, we had to dig down
through the strata of illusion to the bedrock of reality.

In the lost craft of barn raising, not only was the barn built much
faster, but the deepened intimacy, trust, reciprocity, sense of purpose,
satisfaction, celebration, and learning also made priceless contributions to
the community. Our collective journeys to wellness carry the same
potential of barn raising. The barn didn’t cause the performance boost; it
was a catalyst for what happened.

The Heathy Workplace Nudge explores the journey of, and relationship
between, the rider and the elephant.

The Things We See and the Things We Miss

The Healthy Workplace Nudge describes our search to explain how some
companies have created healthy, happy, and resilient organizations, while
most have not. This book examines why there are so many emphases and
promotions for wellness and well-being, with so little to show for it.

Leaders of industry and business clearly must, and many do, under­
stand they face the constant threat of disruptive innovation. Despite
knowing that, too many fail to see or respond to the warning signs.
Kodak knew about digital photography. They invented it. Before
Amazon created ubiquitous distribution, Sears stores and catalogs covered
the land. Whole Foods was king of the organic food world; now it is just
part the Amazon universe. Many saw the truth; many missed it.

Our brains are designed to come to clear and rational conclusions.
But only in hindsight. If we knew then what we know now, Kodak, Sears,
and Whole Foods would still be giants. And the 2008 crash wouldn’t
have happened, and I would still have my 401(k) intact and be able to
retire. Inside each collapse is a beguiling narrative (the elephant) to ignore
contradictory evidence (the rider). And it usually works: the best and the
brightest minds in the financial industry closed their eyes and simply rode
the lumbering beasts off the path to destruction.

Chronic disease is a massive and growing bull elephant, and the
wellness industry and corporate leaders have been unable to slow it
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down. The ride, however, is taking us all down the same destructive path.
If we don’t slow this beast down, we will reach the end of the road, a
sheer cliff, by 2025. The collective effort to slow and reverse its path will
require the kind of creative and courageous leadership we saw after the
Great Depression, in the rebuilding of Europe after World War II, and
landing men on the moon.

Because American companies employ more than 160 million people,
they have the largest platform and greatest leverage for accomplishing this
mission. We will introduce you to leaders who understand that. Fur­
thermore, they recognize the positive ripple effect that happy, produc­
tive, and healthy employees carry back home and to their soccer
coaching, book clubs, community groups, places of worship, and families
each day.

I make this promise: If you take your office and colleagues toward
health and well-being, it will transform your life, your work, your
relationships, and your work space. The Healthy Workplace Nudge explains
why taking this journey is urgent.

Promises, Promises

The promises we have heard from “reputable sources” for decades have,
until now, cancelled out the warnings from critics and prophets. After
all, this small choir is comprised of nut jobs, screwballs, and iconoclasts.
Banished voices. However, they know and won’t let anyone forget
that the $3.7 trillion wellness industrial complex made convincing
promises:

• To reduce health costs by improving health
• To attract and retain employees
• To improve engagement
• To return $3 for every $1 invested in wellness

Those promises tuned out to be the loud ranting of riders bouncing
along dusty roads on top of the elephant. They meant nothing. In fact,
health costs keep rising at an average of 7% per year.3 And we have no
evidence that wellness efforts improve employee attraction and retention.
Workplace engagement has remained under 30% since Gallup first started
conducting its Global Engagement Survey.4 And, if wellness generated a
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300% return on investment, companies would be looking for ways to
increase the investment, not ways to cut it.5

Our Well MindShift project, including more than 100 industry
experts and business leaders, concluded that wellness efforts, as they
are today, cannot deliver any of its promises.

But we did find hope for the future of the workplace and the
country. You will find that hope detailed in vivid stories from all across
the country. In most cases, these are not “brilliant” leaders running
complex sophisticated programs. Rather, you will meet serious, down­
to-earth, tenacious, and healthy leaders who are easy to talk to and
continually curious, courageous, and caring. The question is, if it is that
simple, why isn’t everyone doing it? That is what our MindShift team
worked hardest to understand. I think the answers will drive you to
devour, underline, highlight, and dog-ear the pages. Regardless if
you’re in charge, in a support role, or stuck in an organization that
doesn’t get it, you will pause several times and think, “If they can do it,
we can too!”

The View from the Ridge

Several years ago, my older son and I joined a 10-person expedition
backpacking through a 140,000-acre preserve in New Mexico’s Sangre
de Cristo Mountains. We hiked 110 miles in 10 days, including eight
mountain ascents.

Our expedition required eight months of preparation. We learned
how to pack light, how to set up camp in the dark, meticulously clean our
campsite, and protect our food from bears. And then, after three days
with our guide, we were suddenly on our own. We suffered a few
injuries and weathered a lightning storm on a mountain ridge. We saw
bears and rattlesnakes, but we also saw pure mountain streams and
breathtaking sunsets. We tripped, stumbled, bled, and cursed like sailors
in front of our sons. But we also discovered the quiet and sublime joy of
sitting around an evening fire, just listening to the lazy pops of the
crackling fire. It took me three days to unplug from my digital depen­
dence and frantic pace; I finally slipped into a new rhythm and found
deep joy in our grand adventure.

We spent our last night atop the preserve’s most recognizable
landmark, Tooth of Time. The 500-foot granite monolith tops the


