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Most today believe that capital and technology are the critical resources for business performance and 

sustainability. The Global Alliance for Workplace Health and Performance believes the key to achieving 

optimal performance and sustainability to improve health and counteract diminishing productivity 

returns is creating supportive policies, practices and environments that promote healthy lifestyle 

behaviors among leaders and managers, employees, organizations, communities and nations. Over the 

past few years, high-level meetings of the Clinton Global Initiative, World Economic Forum and the UN 

General Assembly have focused on the global epidemic of non-communicable diseases and complex 

socio-economic and environmental threats as the significant issues impacting the growth, health, peace 

and security of people and our planet.  Consensus seems to be that health and supportive environments 

are critical in affecting the growth path of countries and improving physical capital and knowledge.   

Performance is rarely about one thing in isolation.  It is the multi-disciplinary nature of sport science that 

offers business a new enterprise model for unleashing human potential and performance. The field of 

sport science draws broadly from the sciences of medicine, kinesiology, neuroscience, physiology, 

The Global Alliance for Workplace Health and Performance makes the case that the principles 

embedded in sports science can be levers to advance human performance and organizational 

fitness objectives of business in a strategic and intentional way.  It is the multi-disciplinary nature 

of sport science that offers business a new enterprise model for unleashing human potential and 

performance, where energy, individually and throughout the organization, gets optimized across 

physical, mental, emotional and spiritual dimensions. The Alliance, a thought leadership 

collaboration of major organizations and companies engaged in the science and business of sports 

and global workplace health and productivity, posits that companies need a re-think about 

business drivers of performance and profitability that focuses on a human and social capital model 

of total fitness driven by the co-benefits of physical activity.   

By bringing the science of an elite athlete’s training mentality to the high-performance world of 

business, we can help transform the state of health of the individual and the enterprise by 

exploding the energy quotient and driving a new model that drives the well-being economy   
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psychology, motor learning, nutrition, and sociology as a means of informing health and performance. 

Applying the principles of sports science to workplace health and performance offers a new pathway for 

how we look at health from the C-Suite perspective, as not something purely dependent on incentives 

to maintain as extrinsic motivation, but as something that is holistic and mission-centered, that can 

change lives, companies, and countries. 

The Global Alliance on Workplace Health and Performance believes we need a global re-think about the 

drivers of performance and profitability that begins with a systems approach to health and well-being 

that is strategic and intentional. As a first step, we suggest workplaces turn the business mission inward, 

where the health and fitness of its employees, teams, and organization is central to increasing growth, 

reducing risk and improving long-term financial performance. Organizations, like our biology, are living 

systems, of inter-connected, complicated networks that unite in an ordered state, producing behaviors 

where the sum is greater than the parts. Organizations, also like our human biology, have the ability to 

alter themselves in response to the physical, mental, social, and spiritual well-being of people and the 

environment in which they operate. It’s the integrated value chain efficacy of people’s health and the 

environment in which they work that helps us become extraordinary organizations, not simply the 

efficiencies of our supply chains. Expectations about how business is fulfilling its responsibility to society 

continue to rise, with valuation decisions of investors being based increasingly on non-financial factors 

such as human capital. 

Jim Whitehead, Executive Vice President and CEO of the American College of Sports Medicine (ACSM), 

says: “Sport science is a living laboratory for unleashing human potential. It creates a playing field for 

creating physical and psycho-social resiliency, team dynamics, flexibility, speed, endurance, self-efficacy, 

the regulation of emotions and interactions, recovery from adverse situations and organizational 

capacity.”    

In a nutshell, sport science offers business a platform to accelerate the development of human capital in 

a unique and comprehensive way through the sciences of movement, psychology and nutrition; all 

yielding one important outcome – improved energy. Energy is the fuel that pushes athletes to go the 

extra mile in developing their capacities and competencies. It is the key to their becoming fully engaged, 

achieving optimal performance, and to becoming extraordinary. These are the constituent elements the 

field of sports science works with on a daily basis in training athletes to perform at their highest levels. 

And, for non-athletes, who wouldn’t want to know the keys to having more energy, to meet the ever-

increasing demands in one’s life? 

Jim Loehr, Co-Founder of the Human Performance Institute, a division of the Johnson & Johnson 

Wellness & Prevention business, says that “Human energy is the most precious resource we have as 

individuals, teams, leaders, and organizations” (Loehr & Groppel, 2008). The energy investment that 

gets made by employees and the collective force of that energy is what drives organizational 

productivity, profitability and performance across the stakeholder value chain. This energy curve affects 

behavioral processes that shape the way employees and organizations think, act, and perform.  When 

energy is aligned physically, mentally, emotionally, spiritually and environmentally, individuals, teams 

and organizations operate in a healthy state. This allows optimization of individual and enterprise 
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efficiencies, innovation, bench strength, resiliency, and futures. When discordant, energy imbalances 

take place in any of the domains, the healthy state of employees and the organizational system is 

disrupted.   

DRIVING PERFORMANCE IN THE WORKPLACE IS MUCH MORE THAN A PROCESS OF SIMPLE-MINDED 

FIXES  

Most employers recognize at some level the need to change the optics in their workforce health 

approach from one that is focused on a disease management approach to one that is prevention-based. 

It is the purpose of this brief to help businesses leaders understand how they and their teams can 

effectively manage the physical, psychological, social and environmental demands to reach and maintain 

peak performance.  

Simply adding wellness programs does not solve the issue. Employers need to help support optimal 

employee performance and well-being through the application of sports science principles to corporate 

environment and culture.  

Findings from Sports Science  

As summarized in the 2012 white paper The Biology of Business Performance (Groppel & Wiegand, 

2012), as recently as 50 years ago, athletes and coaches believed that the only way to enhance athlete 

performance was to work harder and longer, endlessly work on improving their technique, and compete 

more often to become mentally tougher. As a result of these pressures, athletes – very much like 

workers today – over-trained and burned out, sustaining injuries that shortened their careers. 

Sports science combines the disciplines of exercise physiology, nutrition, psychology, biomechanics, 

motor learning, and sports medicine. The principles of sports science have resulted in an extraordinary 

progression in athletic performance during the last 50 years. Athletes, as a whole, are typically bigger, 

faster, stronger, more powerful, and more emotionally resilient. They eat better and understand how to 

recapture energy quickly in order to perform well the next day.  

The progress in sports science has been founded on three important discoveries that we believe are 

relevant to businesses and workers today:  

(1) Human beings are multidimensional in nature. Sport science takes a multidimensional 

approach to performance. That is, it assumes that for performance to improve, humans have to make 

improvements in four dimensions – not just the physical dimension, but also in the emotional, mental 

and the spiritual dimension which is focused on your mission and/or purpose in life.  By increasing their 

capacity in all four realms, athletes learn how to train, prepare and perform more effectively. On an 

emotional level, they learn techniques to increase resiliency and how to access opportunistic emotions 

(a sense of challenge, optimism, and so on), to fend off negative, performance-clouding emotions 

(impatience, frustration, fear, defensiveness, and so on). Mentally, athletes and teams have learned to 

increase focus and to manage their time as a tool to effectively manage their energy. And, spiritually, 

they have learned how to develop a sense of personal, team and organizational mission.  
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(2) As finite energy systems, recovery of energy is required. Sport science also helps athletes and 

teams build recovery mechanisms into their lives in each of the four dimensions. By recovery, we are 

referring to the recapture of energy. For most of the last century, fitness levels were determined by how 

quickly one’s heart rate could recover from a bout of exercise. The research literature brims with 

evidence explaining the importance of recovery to the performance equation. For example, if you are an 

athlete and you exercise a muscle today, you should not stress it again for at least 48 hours. The muscle 

needs the recovery time for growth to occur. This is because everything about life has rhythms, or 

“oscillations,” as we call them. Most functions of a human being oscillate rhythmically up and down: 

sleep cycles, blood glucose levels, EKGs from the heart, EEGs from the brain, and EMGs from the 

muscles all oscillate and are measured accordingly. A lack of oscillation, or linearity, as it is known, is 

completely dysfunctional for individuals, teams and organizations.  

To illustrate the role of oscillation, consider the work of renowned performance psychologist Jim Loehr, 

who studied the in-between point time of the world’s best tennis players (Loehr, 1990). The heart rates 

of world-class tennis players rise to anywhere from 170 to over 200 beats per minute and they have 20 

seconds to recover in between the points. Additionally, it was determined that, during an entire tennis 

match, a player actually “plays” tennis just 35 percent of the time. That means that 65 percent of the 

time the player is not hitting tennis balls, but is resting in between points and games.  

How do great tennis players use their small “recovery” times in a “productive” way? Loehr found that 

after every point ended, they went through four stages: 1) A positive physical response (to visualize the 

correction of an error); 2) A relaxation/recovery phase (for the physical, emotional, and mental 

recapture of energy); 3) A preparation phase (to mentally prepare for what is about to happen); and 4) A 

stage of pre-performance rituals (where they put themselves in a state of multidimensional readiness 

for the next point).  

(3) Periodization is required for long-term sustainability. One of the unique findings in sport 

performance has to do with “periodization,” or the long-term and short-term work/rest ratio (Bompa & 

Haff, 2009). Periodization allows an athlete to endure grueling training and competitive schedules. 

Seasonal sports such as track and field have utilized periodization of training for years. By altering the 

activity as well as the volume, intensity, and frequency of training according to the sport’s season, 

athletes can peak physiologically and psychologically for their respective sport.  

At an individual level, a ranked tennis player or golfer, who must play throughout the year, uses a 

periodization schedule created around his or her specific needs and tournament dates. Elite tennis 

players, for example, want to peak at the four Grand Slam tournaments and the year-ending Masters 

event. They continually train based on work/rest ratios to peak at these events. By contrast, the coaches 

and leaders of a World Cup Soccer team want their team to perform at the highest level possible during 

the World Cup. They must monitor the team’s work/rest ratios so the team can peak during the 

qualification round, have rest periods, prepare for each big event as it comes and then peak again during 

the World Cup rounds.  



 

5 

 

Macro-and-Microcycles of Periodization. Additionally, periodization involves multi-dimensional training 

at two levels: macrocycles and microcycles. A macrocycle is a long-range plan assisting  individuals and 

teams in preparing for the big events, while a microcycle can be very short-term (a day’s plan, for 

example). In either area, the goal revolves around work/rest ratios to maximize performance in the most 

effective way. Can you imagine the results if business professionals and teams learned to work this way? 

 

BUSINESS IS WHERE SPORT WAS 50 YEARS AGO 

Parallels Between Sports and Business Performance 

Prior to the application of sport science in the 1960s, elite athletes suffered in much the same way 

employees do today. After the introduction of sport science, athletes took a multidimensional approach 

to training, with excellent results. Businesses that take a page from the world of sport science and 

deploy a multidimensional approach to employee performance can drastically improve productivity, 

innovation and engagement (Groppel & Wiegand, 2012). 

 

 The Lower Performance Approach 

 Elite Athletes Prior to 
Introduction of Sport Science 

(1960s) 

Employees Today 

Coping 
Strategies 

Push harder, train longer, don’t 
allow for recovery 

Push harder; work longer hours; don’t 
allow for recovery 

Symptoms 
of Stress: 

Anxiety, depression, injury; 
psychological problems resulting 
in negative behaviors 
(uncooperativeness, 
defensiveness, frustration, 
hypercriticality, pessimism) 

Disengagement from work; anxiety; 
depression; sleeplessness; indulging 
in unhealthy behaviors (smoking, 
overeating, failure to exercise); 
psychological problems resulting in 
negative behaviors 
(uncooperativeness, defensiveness, 
frustration, hypercriticality, pessimism) 

Results of 
Stress 

Resulting in shortened careers; 
lifelong health issues 

Absenteeism and presenteeism; 
burnout; lack of productivity; low 
performance; lack of innovation; poor 
physical and emotional health 

 

 High Performance Approach 

 Elite Athletes Today Employees of the Future 
Approach to 
athletes: 

Work to balance multiple 
dimensions of the whole person 
(physical, mental, emotional and 
spiritual); improve performance 

Allow for balance multiple dimensions 
of the whole person (physical, mental, 

emotional and spiritual); allow for 
recovery, periodization, macro and 
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by allowing for recovery, 
periodization, macro and micro-

cycles 

micro-cycles; support employee needs 
for nutrition, hydration, exercise and 

sleep 
Effects of 
New 
Approach: 

Improved speed, strength, 
physical and emotional health; 

high engagement and 
endurance; better teamwork; 

longer careers 

Highly engaged, higher-performing, 
healthier and more energetic 

employees; improved teamwork and 
innovation 

 

 

ENERGY, RESILIENCY, REGULATION, RECOVERY -- THE BRANDED INGREDIENTS OF SPORTS SCIENCE 

• Bringing an athlete’s training mentality to the world of business 

The integration of “movement” can be a key performance enhancer and risk mitigator, especially as it 

brings multi-dimensional co-benefits, such as increased energy levels and cognition, stress relief, and 

improved mood and engagement (Levine, 2009). 

Health arises from our capacity to resist breakdown and rapidly heal and recover. As pressure and 

tension increase in the context of market challenges and personal life situations, stretching for optimal 

performance may turn into strain and generate fatigue and poor judgments and decision-making.  

These, in turn, may lead to exhaustion, burnout, and serious health problems, and bring about crises in 

the workplace. Like a healthy athlete and healthy team, a healthy and resilient workforce can bounce 

back quickly and minimize disruptions, thereby optimizing the company’s performance.   

Both athletes and non-athletes must learn to cope with change, challenge, and threat.  The stress 

demands on business executives are remarkably similar to those of professional athletes: numbers drive 

everything; perform or you don’t play; last year’s records are next year’s baselines; laser focus is 

required to excel; become sick or injured and you don’t play; loss of motivation undermines 

performance; etc. Without a persistent commitment to proper training, just as competitive athletes’ 

careers are jeopardized, so also are the careers of business executives. As noted in The Power of Full 

Engagement (Loehr & Schwartz, 2003), the average career span of professional athletes is only seven 

years, whereas the career span of business executives is nearly 30 years.  The idea of bringing an 

athlete’s training mentality and behavior to the world of business does not always resonate with many  

employees.  However, both professional athletes and business executives deal with issues of 

overtraining, undertraining, overreaching, burnout, physical fitness, hydration, food intake, sleep and 

rest cycles, and stress/recovery/balance apply to the world of competitive business as much as they do 

to the world of competitive sport. For example, it’s not uncommon for business professionals to sit for 

long periods of time in meetings, go for long periods of time without eating, have poor sleep habits, 

endure stressful bouts of mental exertion, and feel that they are endlessly under emotional stress. The 

notion that athletes in sport must regularly train to accommodate the demands of their sport is rarely 

contested today.  Not so for the corporate executive.  When asked to identify the greatest performance 
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obstacle for 2010–11, nearly 75% of sampled executives cited the ever-increasing demands of the 

workplace as their top nemesis, according to a Human Performance Institute (HPI) survey of senior 

executives across 190 organizations, of which one-third represented Fortune 500 companies (Human 

Performance Institute, 2011).  

With three quarters of the workforce feeling the demand on their energy exceeding what they have to 

give, analysts wonder how this plays against the trend of company leaders, keen to emerge from the 

Great Recession, relying on the discretionary effort of their workers to push through a company’s 

challenges. “When funds in employee, team and organizational energy accounts become depleted, The 

ability of business to rally and optimize their talent and skills gets compromised,” says HPI’s Jack 

Groppel, co-chair of the Global Alliance for Workplace Health and Performance. Recessionary 

economics, poor market performance, demanding workloads, generational differences in how people 

communicate and interact, toxic behaviors, family care-giving demands, growth in co-morbid chronic 

pain and desensitization to drug therapies, and stressors of depression, anger, fear and lack of sleep, are 

overwhelming the resilience capacity of individuals, families and communities.  In the workplace, these 

stressors contribute to an unhealthy climate that leads to injury, absenteeism, presenteeism and 

significant productivity loss. In the 2013 white paper, “A Staircase of Individual and Organizational 

Health: Bringing the Biology of Business Performance to Life,” author Jack Groppel notes, “If we were to 

diagram the biological hierarchy against the organizational hierarchy, the alignment would go something 

as follows: In biology, the simplest unit of integration is the cell, which then migrates into organs and 

systems; and results in a human being. In business, the simplest unit of integration is the individual 

employee. When employees unite, teams are formed. For all teams, there is designated leadership 

which hopefully is integrated and aligned to produce the desired outcomes of an enterprise. What’s 

most interesting in this metaphor is the pecking order: the absolute highest order of integration in the 

biological diagram is the human being, while this same human being, when put in the position of 

employee, is at the lowest level of integration in the overall enterprise” (Groppel & Wiegand, 2012). This 

is a rather telling perception of where employee health stands in the pecking order of key business 

imperatives. 

FROM SURVIVE TO THRIVE 

An athlete’s mental focus and emotional regulation is critical to his/her performance capabilities. In the 

mental dimension, many of us believe that being able to multi-task is a great strength in our time-

challenged environment. However, multi-tasking distracts from us being able to be present and 

intentional. High cognitive functioning requires us to be focused in the moment. As referenced more 

than three decades ago in Timothy Gallwey’s book, The Inner Game of Tennis, “When a player is playing 

optimally, his/her mind is so focused, so concentrated, that it is actually still.” (Gallwey, 1977). A state of 

flow happens that allows clarity regarding situational cues and appropriate responses. When athletes 

notice the details of the game, how the ball spins, the sound it’s making, their breathing and that of 

others, they experience “flow,” bringing their best to the game. To achieve this state, they practice 

rituals that concentrate on internal rather than external work.  These rituals include meditation and 

visualization techniques of what they want to happen or feel as a means of rehearing an intended 

outcome, commonly referred to as “stepping into the feeling.”  
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The emotional content of an athlete’s heart directly impacts his/her mental and emotional energy field, 

as the heart imprints information into the brain through inter-cellular communication.  Mind, intention, 

and belief influence both performance and healing at the cellular level. Athletes realize that they will 

perform at their best when they achieve a state of high, positive energy. They feel challenged, engaged, 

and in the ideal performance state (Loehr & Schwartz, 2003). 

Thought, emotions and cognition influence our immune system and endocrine systems. People who feel 

a lot of stress have a diminished capacity for how their immune systems function. Intention has physical 

effects. When we release positive thoughts, we release certain chemicals into our body and those have 

a profound effect on how cells are behaving and how nutrition is being used, and the brain lets in more 

information when emotions are positive. As Dr. Barbara Frederickson wrote in her seminal work 

Positivity 2.0, “Positive emotions build durable, personal resources that provide resilience in the face of 

adverse circumstances. Negative emotions threaten our immune system. Emotions are central to 

motivating employee engagement; and our emotional capacities create the internal climate that drives 

the ideal performance state.” This is especially important as the emotional history of an organization 

also influences the health and work-state of its employees and their response mechanisms in how they 

view what is a problem and an opportunity (Frederickson, 2013). 

 

In an article in the April, 2012 edition of the Harvard Business Review titled The New Science of Building 

Great Teams, Alex Pentland describes the “group dynamics that characterize high-performing teams” 

(Pentland, 2012).  The research, conducted at MIT’s Human Dynamics Laboratory, identified three key 

elements of communication that affect performance: 

1. Energy – the magnitude of formal and informal communication between team members 

2. Engagement – the degree of interaction between team members and their contribution to the group 

discussion 

3. Exploration – the extent to which team members engage with other teams working on related 

initiatives and report their findings to the group 

Specific emotions activate specific action tendencies. Positive emotions breed a bio-behavioral 

synchrony that exercises our biological capacity to engage and connect. Negative emotions breed 

preseenteeism, absenteeism and slack. When emotional demand exceeds our emotional capacity, we 

experience fatigue, frustration and negativity. Pain, anxiety, and stress, lead to disordered rhythmic 

incoherent patterns of the heart. Having the heart in coherence optimizes learning and performance.    

When we link organizations to positive psychological energy, we create enabling behaviors that foster 

respect, broaden awareness, build resiliency, increase aspiration, and register health and performance. 

Emotions and the biology of human performance are inextricably linked.  

 

GSK Case Study 



 

9 

 

As for leadership behaviors, GlaxoSmithKline examined the effects of HPI’s energy management 

program. GSK established six designated behaviors to help leaders deliver on GSK’s business strategy: 1) 

Enable & Drive Change, 2) Build Relationships, 3) Flexible Thinking, 4) Continuous Improvement, 5) 

Customer-Driven and 6) Developing People. The graduates of the program achieved more favorable 

360-degree assessment ratings from managers, peers, direct reports and key stakeholders on several 

behavioral aspects that positively relate to increased individual engagement. Specifically, this included 

being able to provide higher quality feedback to aid in the development of others; being a better coach, 

teacher and mentor; being a better listener and more fully understanding the ideas and feelings of 

others, and creating a stronger team climate in which others want to take on extra responsibility as an 

opportunity to learn and grow. The conclusion of the authors was that “When organizations invest in 

holistic energy management programs to build leader engagement, they can also foster a culture of 

empowerment” (Brandon, et al, 2012) . 

 

PERFORMANCE BY DESIGN 

Creating a healthy environment within the workplace is a powerful tool for supporting employee 

performance and health. Ensuring a person has the proper environment in which to perform, is 

motivated to perform, and has the resources to enable him/her to perform is what the sports equation 

is all about: Performance = ability x motivation x opportunity. But, they must be educated on this. 

For example, many business executives may not be aware that sitting 6+ hours per day makes you up to 

40% likelier to die within 15 years than someone who sits less than three hours (Van der Ploeg, et al, 

2012). As soon as we sit:  Electrical activity in the leg muscles shuts off; calorie burning drops to one per 

minute; enzymes that help break down fat drop 90%, and after two hours, and good cholesterol drops 

20%. Business needs to consciously restructure its environmental setting to make activity matter and 

give its people “permission to move.” 

As another example of intellectual understanding, the World Health Organization (WHO) states physical 

inactivity is the main cause for 21-25 percent of colon and breast cancer, 27 percent of cases of 

diabetes, and up to 30 percent of cases of ischemic heart disease. To offset these risk factors, the WHO 

states that adults should engage in moderate intensity exercise for 150 minutes each week. The fitness 

of an organization’s talent pool could mean the difference between an organization’s ultimate success 

and failure.  

As in sports, success is a tribute to careful, constant maintenance of the product on the field of play and 

positive feelings about that product. “A Staircase to Individual and Organizational Health: Bringing the 

Biology of Performance to Life” states that: “If employees engage in healthy behaviors, they are likely 

bring their best energy and selves to their work and their teams, fueling the performance of the 

business. Similarly if an organization promotes a culture of wellness and encourages employees to adopt 

healthy lifestyles and work styles, it helps fuel the performance of its employees, who in turn can ignite 

the business and illustrate a successful feedback and feed-forward staircase of organizational health” 

(Groppel & Wiegand, 2013) . 
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There is the need to provide better psychosocial working environments, balancing work demands and 

resources, effort and rewards to incentivize healthful behaviors. Organizations that embrace an 

understanding of the biology of human performance in workplace health can shift their investment 

emphasis from one of failure costs to one of detection and prevention costs. The majority of health 

promotion approaches in the workplace have not been aligned to a company’s strategic vision, nor do 

they have a systems focus. We need to redesign our workforce health programs from “Employee-

Condition and Program-Centric” to “Employee-Team-Leadership Health/Performance-Centric.” In 

essence, health must become who we are, and not something we do. Workplaces that promote walking, 

biking, access to public transportation and neighborhood connectivity are supportive environments that 

inspire health and happiness.   

Holding walking meetings and giving permission to employees to stand in meetings are cultural message 

carriers that say “we care about your health”. Working with communities to create Open Streets or 

Complete Streets events to promote health and social integration as part of corporate responsibility 

programming fosters value-centered activities promoting health by design. According to the American 

College of Sports Medicine and the Every Body Walk! Collaborative, walking just 30 minutes a day: 

• Reduces the incidence of heart disease and high blood pressure by approximately 40 percent  

•    Reduces the mortality and risk of recurrent breast cancer by 50 percent 

•    Reduces the risk of Alzheimer’s disease by approximately 40 percent  

•    Lowers the risk of stroke by 27 percent  

•    Lowers the risk of developing Type II diabetes by approximately 50 percent  

•    Lowers the risk of colon cancer by more than 60 percent  

•    Decreases depression as effectively as Prozac or behavioral therapy         

 

EXERCISE IS MEDICINE 

If we want to maintain or expand the value of our people, they need to be physically and mentally 

healthy. In other words, we need to look at exercise as medicine as we exercise our life. 

 The World Health Organization lists physical inactivity as one of the four major risk factors for non-

communicable diseases, leading to morbidity, premature death and disability. The LANCET estimates 

that, worldwide,  physical inactivity causes 6—10% of the major non-communicable diseases of coronary 

heart disease, Type II diabetes, and breast and colon cancers – more premature deaths than smoking!   

(The Lancet, Volume 380, Issue 9838, Pages 219 - 229, 21 July 2012). (WHO Global Health Observatory 

Data Repository. http://apps.who.int/ghodata/.    
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Peer-reviewed research commissioned by Nike in Designed To Move: A Physical Activity Agenda, and co-

authored by the American College of Sports Medicine and the International Council for Sports Science 

and Physical Education, showed that in 2008, estimates of the cost of illness associated with physical 

inactivity in China, India, the U.K. and the U.S., were more than $200 billion U.S. dollars. According to 

these same research findings, by 2030, the direct costs alone in China and India will each increase by 

more than 450%. Total spending (direct + indirect costs) associated with physical inactivity in 2008 for 

the USA amounted to $147 B or twice the federal budget for Department of Education, with a 113% 

projected increase in direct costs 2008-2030. Direct medical costs related to physical inactivity are 

expected to reach 20% of US GDP in 2016. With chronic diseases responsible for 80% of all illness and 

representing 63% of all deaths globally (WHO. Global Health Observatory Data Repository, 

http://apps.who.int/ghodata/), the human costs are unforgiveable, and the economic costs to countries in 

lost productivity, unsustainable. “If exercise and physical activity were a wonder drug, it would be a 

blockbuster,” says Dr. Bob Sallis, of Kaiser Permanente, Chair of the ACSM-led Exercise Is Medicine 

Global Initiative (exerciseismedicine.org).  

According to a 2008 study reported in the International Journal of Workplace Health Management, 

people who exercised during their workday were  more productive on those days than on days when 

they didn't exercise (Coulson, et al, 2008). John J. Ratey, Ph.D., a clinical associate professor of 

psychiatry at Harvard Medical School, says: “Moving releases several key hormones, including serotonin, 

the famed mood booster; dopamine, which affects learning and attention; and norepinephrine, which 

influences attention, perception, motivation, and arousal. This exercise-induced chemical cocktail has a 

powerful impact. By elevating neurotransmitters in the brain, it helps us focus, feel better, and release 

tension” (Ratey, 2008). 

Subject of the book and movie, Searching for Bobby Fisher, two-time World Chess Champion Josh 

Waitzkin made the following statements in his book, “The Art of Learning:” 

“After just a few weeks of physical conditioning, I noticed a tangible difference in my ability to relax and 

recover between arduous thought processes in a chess game … physical flushing and mental clarity are 

very much intertwined … interval work is a critical block to becoming a consistent long-term performer 

… virtually every element of my physical training revolves around one form or another of stress and 

recovery” (Waitzken, 2007). And, if any activity mimics the life of a business professional, it would be 

chess. 

Examining another sport, the fitness profile of today’s golfer is vastly different than 15 years ago. The 

application of sports and performance science to golf has changed the game forever. The percentage of 

time that a golfer is actually swinging a club and making contact with the ball is less than one percent of 

the total time of any round. The rest of the time he or she is walking, thinking, strategizing, talking, 

visualizing, and preparing. Like business, so much of the work done in golf is done between ears – 

cognitive and emotional work. The application of performance science has been transformative in 

enhancing the careers of serious amateur and professional athletes; it can be equally transformative to 

the lengthy, high-stress careers of performers in the business world. 
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Fostering a culture of physical activity in the workplace is good business.In an example of the 

effectiveness of how important the physical dimension is on impacting the mental and emotional state 

of employees, note the results from this 2012 study where employees were asked to move every 25-30 

minutes, even if they were in meetings. In other words, movement was allowed during meetings. After 

90 days, Figure 1 below shows that self-reported energy levels went up at all times of the day and during 

times away from work as well. In Figure 2, 42% of these employees self-reported that their engagement 

and focus at work improved (Groppel & Alexander, 2012). 
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To the extent that cognitively complex tasks require focused attention and engagement, the process of 

positive emotions can be a radiating influence on performance,  where cooperation, trust, collaborative 

exchange of information are essential ingredients for success.  

An extensive survey conducted by Gallup on employee engagement in the USA estimated that “Of the 

approximately 100 million people in America who hold full-time jobs, 30 million (30%) are engaged and 

inspired at work;  roughly 20 million (20%) employees are actively disengaged; and the other 50 million 

(50%) American workers are not engaged.” In other words, they are present, but not inspired. What 

Gallup research found was that the top 25% of teams versus the bottom 25% in any workplace have 

nearly 50% fewer accidents and have 41% fewer quality defects. What’s more, teams in the top 25% 

versus the bottom 25% incur far less in healthcare costs (Gallup, 2013). 

Traditional approaches to well-being in the workforce largely focus on identifying problems and 

reducing them to reduce cost centers, rather than on developing performance centers that build on 

strengths. Building a thriving workforce requires cultivating a new way of seeing and believing, that 

understands health is much more than treatment and management of disease. Health is putting people 

at the center. In his book The Only Way to Win, Jim Loehr (2012) powerfully demonstrates that sport is 

true living laboratory for “witnessing the role that character plays in achievement, personal fulfillment 

and life satisfaction.” He discusses that success at work and fulfillment in life require a complete 

repurposing of achievement, one where value is derived from growth in areas such as integrity, honesty, 

gratefulness, humility, optimism and compassion. These become the North Star of navigation for great 

performers in all walks of life. 

 All successful athletes who sustain high performance year after year are on a mission, something bigger 

than themselves. If the mission of a performance-centered organization is wrapped around human 

welfare (e.g., the ‘why’ of their organization), the positive emotions that are generated produce a 

growth cycle of employee engagement tied to business, social and humanitarian processes and 

opportunities. People who are engaged are open and receptive to new ideas are creative, and when 

feeling good, do good. They are empathetic and move from a “me-centered” universe to a “we-centered 

universe” where the focus is on forging deep relationships and giving back. That is the spiritual value 

centered in sport. 

 

The Future: Finding new models, delivering effective change, thinking differently and doing it at scale  

Research has shown that the application of sports science principles and techniques with the aim of 

improving performance can improve engagement and health. In recognition of the need of thought 

leadership and expertise to cover this gap in workplace health business models, leaders and experts in 

the areas of sports science and health performance – in both the academic and private sectors – are 

engaging in this Global Alliance. Our goal is to impact global health literacy, build on best practices, 

create innovative approaches to address challenges, advance knowledge through research, and promote 

supportive environments (at work, at home, and in local and global communities) that facilitate active, 
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healthy, and meaningful lifestyles. Ultimately, the aim is to put the spotlight on health and human 

performance as a key competitive advantage within countries, economies, and societies.  

Without doubt, most global health research has focused on the prevention of disease through physical 

examinations, vaccinations, health risk screening, enhanced exercise, and the reduction of unhealthy 

habits. There has been significantly less research on resilience enhancement and the relationship of 

health to performance, and the development of interventions based on a performance science health 

model.  When numerous studies claim that more than 70 percent of health care costs are preventable, a 

population requires evidence-based, clinical tools and dedicated support to effectively help individuals 

manage their own health and well-being in support of key organizational business goals. With more 

companies hearing from their employees that they want more engagement to help them perform better 

and more relevant work, the Global Alliance for Workplace Health and Performance  believes that using 

the multi-dimensional principles of performance science can dynamically unify individual health with 

organization health, thereby creating a “team win” that not only promotes collective good health for 

individuals, but also contributes to building healthy organizations with healthier productivity and 

bottom lines.  

The stated vision of the Global Alliance for Worksite Health and Performance is to optimize healthy, 

high-performing and sustainable workplaces and workforces. To achieve this vision, a focused effort is 

directed toward the application of principles that:  

• Optimize individual, team, and organizational resilience 

• Drive successful worker health protection and promotion efforts 

• Provide the tools to create systems change in worksite health approaches 

• Build scalable and sustainable practices for business and industry 

The table below summarizes the principles associated with these areas. 

Principles and Essential Elements for Building Resiliency, Health and Well-Being, 
and Peak Performance 

Resilience Properties 

Robustness Strength to withstand a given level of stress without suffering 
loss of function  

Redundancy  The extent to which functions that have been damaged can 
be replaced or substituted  

Resourcefulness  The capacities to identify problems, establish priorities, and 
mobilize resources when disruption occurs. The ability to 
apply material (monetary, physical, technological, 
informational) and human resources to meet established 
priorities and goals  
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Rapidity  The capacity to meet priorities and achieve goals in a timely 
manner in order to contain losses and avoid  (further/future) 
disruption  

Resilience Dimensions 
Technical  The ability of physical systems to perform at acceptable 

levels when subjected to disruptive forces  

Organizational  The capacity of the organization to make decisions and 
optimize the four properties of resilience when dealing with 
strain and crises  

Social  Measures designed to prevent or lessen the extent to which 
the company and its people suffer negative consequences 
related to the loss of critical services or disruptive forces  

Economic  The capacity to reduce both direct and indirect economic or 
financial losses resulting from strain or crises  

Workplace Health and Well-Being 
Organizational culture 
and leadership 

Develop a “human-centered culture” 

 Demonstrate leadership 

 Engage mid-level management  

Program design Establish clear principles 

 Integrate relevant systems 

 Eliminate recognized organizational hazards 

 Be consistent 

 Promote employee participation 

 Tailor programs to the specific workplace and each 
individual 

 Consider incentives and rewards 

 Find and use the right tools 

 Adjust the program as needed 

 Make sure the program lasts 

 Ensure confidentiality 

Program 
implementation and 
resources 

Be willing to start small and scale up 

 Provide adequate resources 
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 Communicate strategically 

 Build accountability into program implementation 

 Measure and analyze 

 Learn from experience 

Workforce fitness 

 Strength 

 Speed 

 Flexibility 

 Endurance 

 Skill 

Sustainability 
 Promoting a desire to keep learning 

 Fostering community 

 Encouraging generosity (volunteerism) 

 Nurturing sensitivity (respecting others and the environment) 
Measuring Outcomes 

  

 

Lessons for Business   

What can business leaders derive from the world of sports science? And how can they apply this 

knowledge to raise their employees’ creativity, focus, engagement, and overall performance leading to 

enhanced business performance? 

Clearly, the challenges facing world-class athletes and corporate athletes are very similar. Both live in a 

world of brutal competition and accountability. Every moment requires sustained attention. Like 

athletes, workers – especially knowledge workers – need to fuel their bodies and brains adequately, 

train for emotional resilience, and improve their mental toughness. 

Indeed, the best thinking and, hence, innovation and performance, requires an application of the 

principles of sport science. 1998 Indianapolis 500 Champion Eddie Cheever noted: 

“When you are competing at anything, even in the boardroom, I think that if your body is in excellent 

condition, your mind will follow. If you are in physically poor condition, you are suffering, you have bad 

concentration, you can’t get the job done that you want to do … the better shape I am in, I take myself 
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out of being the weakest link. My job is to sit in the race car and concentrate. I have to concentrate, so 

the better shape I am in, the easier I can do that. I have to be able to sit in a race car and drive it as hard 

as I can for three-and-a- half hours, and not feel once in those 3-1/2 hours that I am tired or that I 

should slow down or that I want to give up. Training … made my job a lot easier in the car” (Groppel, 

1999). 

Obviously, for the racer to succeed on the race track, the crew chief and pit crew must be on their ”A-

games” as well. There’s little time for error, and efficiency is critical to success for the entire team. 

End Note 

In this age of information and “enabling” information technology, mental acuity is more important than 

ever. Employees must be able to attend, concentrate, and process information efficiently and effectively 

from many sources. To help them, managers can do the following: 

(1) Understand that the body is business relevant. Human beings are biological organisms requiring 

sleep, nutrition and activity to survive, let alone thrive. Every person needs to replenish energy in the 

form of sleep, nutrition and activity, as well as emotional, mental, and spiritual recovery. Chronic stress, 

when unabated by recovery, causes a human being to go into survival mode, and encounter possible 

(and sometimes serious) health complications, all of which make high performance impossible. Recovery 

and periodization are as critical for team workers as they are for athletes. And full engagement is an 

acquired skill, and is critical skill to bring one’s full and best energy to the moment at hand. 

(2) Observe and understand the mental dimension in their people. What is the level (or focus) of 

mental energy that staff people maintain? Are they focused in meetings, one-on-one dialogues and 

interactions? Or are they exhibiting all the signs of stress and disengagement? If the latter, understand 

that this is not biologically sustainable. 

(3) Help employees and teams gain emotional resilience. First, take their emotional pulse. What is 

the quality of energy exhibited by each employee? Is there a passion or pride in the work? How resilient 

is the person to the demands of the job and the environment? Do the employees and teams display 

opportunistic emotions such as optimism, positive attitude, sense of challenge and mastery, as opposed 

to survival-based emotions such as impatience, uncooperativeness, defensiveness, frustration, hyper-

criticality, pessimism, and so on? Is there a difference in the performance of a person when he or she 

learns to respond emotionally with opportunity? Which of these persons do you want on your team? 

(4) Build team dynamics with integrating principles to support the fact that every team member 

wants every other member to feel engaged at the highest level (a key to elite sport team performance). 

How can managers encourage trust, commitment, hope, altruism and forgiveness? How can managers 

encourage workers to value the company’s mission as well as the mission of their own lives, and achieve 

work/life balance? 

(5) Encourage proper work/rest ratios through the science of periodization. Too often, people 

shortchange themselves when it comes to taking time off (from forgoing vacations and weekends all the 
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way to not taking even small breaks during the day), which sabotages the benefit of periodization and 

work/rest ratios. Intentional downtime, even as short as 1-2 minutes, enables us to come back stronger 

when we get to work. By encouraging employees to plan for periods of rest and recovery – however 

short – during their days, weeks and months, managers build in both higher performance potential and 

trust. Let’s not forget that Loehr found in extremely short time intervals that athletes can achieve 

tremendous performance by experiencing peaks and troughs of recovery. 

6) Encourage microcycles in action at work. Employees must learn to give themselves a few 

minutes to disengage (re-boot) and re-engage (power-up) so they are ready for the next meeting or 

project. This can be holding the meeting upstairs and discouraging use of elevators; serving low-glycemic 

snacks; supporting those who suffer from sleep problems through health coaching, meditation or yoga 

classes; or encouraging people to a morning or afternoon off prior to undertaking important new 

assignments. 

In summary, the need has never been greater to clearly understand the connection between health, 

engagement and performance. A plethora of data supports the performance science model learned 

from the past half-century in the arena of world-class sport. It is time to forge a new pathway of health 

igniting performance in a new world, for health to become ”who we are” as a way of life, and not just 

something we do. The United States of America can, and should, lead the way, engineering the new 

pathway, much the same as it did in the 1970s and 1980s for the Going Green phenomenon. Paying 

attention to the biology of workplace performance as part of the organizational mission can create 

health sustainability not only for employees, but for the entire organization, structurally, strategically, 

and financially. 

“We have been too much consumed with the supply side of the health care equation and too little 

concerned with the demand side,” wrote former U.S. Surgeon General Everett Koop. “The best way to 

reduce costs and improve health at the same time … is not just to control the services provided but also 

to reduce the need and demand for care.”  Sports science offers the sustainable platform that drives 

individual and organizational total fitness and health. 
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