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My name is Professor Cary Cooper I’m Professor of Organisational Psychology and Health 

at the Alliance Manchester Business School the University of Manchester.  

 

What’s the focus of your work? 

 

I mean my major focus of interest in my research and practice is on wellbeing in the 

workplace, and by wellbeing in the workplace we don’t mean sushi at your desk, ping-pong 

tables, bean bags it’s not about that, it’s about how you create a culture that enables people 

to cope with the pressures and stress on them, that gives them a good work life balance, 

that makes them feel fairly job satisfied and actually enhances their health and wellbeing 

rather than deplites it. 

 

What do you mean when you say ‘culture’? 

 

By culture I mean how are people managed, are they allowed to work flexibly if they can and 

want to, do they have a reasonable balance between home and work, are their workloads 

manageable, are their deadlines realistic, are they enable to do the kinds of things they want 

to do that means do they have control nartominy over their job, or are people looking over 

their shoulder all the time particularly their line manager. 

It’s about what an individual employee experiences in the work environment, and the 

characteristics that make that up in my view what makes a wellbeing culture are the 

following: 

First, a line manager who manages people by praise and reward rather than fault finding. 

Second a line manager, and we all have boss’ from shop floor to top floor so our boss our 

line manager enables us to work flexibly if we want to, recognising when I’m not coping with 

my workload, gives me reasonable achievable workloads also, insures I have a good 

balance in my life, that means that I’m not being sent emails on a friday night or on a 

weekend or while I’m on holiday or, anytime that would interfere with my private life unless 

it’s absolutely essential. 

Because we all know that we need to you know somethings are really important at given 

points of time, a line manager or a boss who actually sends you emails out of office hours 

consistently, is damaging your health and wellbeing, particularly your outside relationships 

with your family. 

So that kind, that’s another kind of characteristic. 

Also, does the organisation provide you with social support if you need it, and by that I mean 

does it have, opportunities for you to talk to people if you’re having difficulties and problems 

in your life generally. 

And what we call if you’re a bigger organisation have something called an EAP an employee 

assistance programme a counselling service is provided outside which you can call up when 

you’re having difficulties. 

Or some other support mechanism in the workplace, so I think really it’s about the culture, it 

certainly isn’t just about meditating at lunch time. 

Nice as it is to do mindfulness at lunch time, nice as it is to get somebody giving you fruit 

salad and giving you smoothies in the workplace, that’s nice an added benefit but it is not 

what wellbeing is about, so wellbeing is about the work environment that you’re in. 

Do you wake up in the morning and are motivated to go into the workplace, and feel good 

about it, are you valued and trusted by your employer to the extent that if you decide that 

you want to work from home that day you just do as long as you achieve your objective at 
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the end of the week, and your boss just does not care, and that’s what work should be 

about. 

And unfortunately in many work environments it’s not, we have the longest working hours, in 

the UK we have the longest working hours in the developed world behind the United States, 

we are contacted frequently by emails out of office hours. 

in contrast to the French law, which was past six months ago, which says no line manager 

can send an email out of office hours to their subordinates that means at night, weekend or 

when they’re on holiday. 

That’s a French law, now we don’t particularly need a French law what we need are people 

in a work environment particularly our boss, to be very sensible out of office hours when they 

send us things to do, and that should be very minimal. 

 

Should employees be paid to receive communications outside of working hours? 

 

I personally don’t like the idea of, a person’s boss sending an email to them out of office 

hours unless it’s absolutely necessary. 

And I don’t think, paying them for it is a really good idea. 

Because people will want to earn extra money I think the rule should be if it’s really important 

at the weekend or at night or while you’re on holiday, holidays should be a no no i think 

entirely because it can really cause your family disruption when you’re going on holiday with 

them. 

But say it’s at night or at the weekend if you want to send an email to somebody it's got to be 

very important I don’t think it should be necessarily paid for because sometimes you do have 

to do that and if also we’re saying that people, and a lot of people want flexible working 

which means working partly from home and partly from a central office. 

Right? 

You can’t forbid it, i think the law is silly in that respect because quite a lot of people forty to 

fifty percent of people want to work partly from home partly from a central office. 

So you’re going to get if you’re going to work flexibly emails at different points of time, it’s 

just not overloading the family. 

Basically, and finding way and any socially skilled line manager, and that’s another problem 

in this whole arena, of wellbeing is do we have enough interpersonally and socially skilled 

line managers to understand when people aren’t coping, to understand they have issues at 

home, don't bother them when they have issues at home. 

To understand that you know, this individual has an outside life and that’s important to kind 

of honour that if they’re to return the next day and do a good days worth of work for you. 

So what we need is more of these line managers, and their fundamental to not just the email 

issue but to all aspects of an individual's life. 

Therefore, one of the really critical things workplaces need to do is do an audit of all their 

managers from shop floor to top floor, and do they have the social skills, if they have them 

naturally, probably about twenty to twenty-five percent would, great no training needed 

probably fifty percent maybe more need training on improving their social awareness and 

their EQ emotional intelligence. 

And there maybe people who should never be near people, another maybe ten or fifteen 

percent of people who get promoted on their technical skills, but are people incompetent. 

And if they are they should never be put near people give them a job unrelated to human 

beings a technical job, but don’t put them near them because they may be totally 

untrainable. 

http://www.peoplehr.com/


www.peoplehr.com 
 

Wellbeing 4 

 

Is the issues of line managers lacking social skills industry specific? 

 

I think the whole issue of line managers possessing or not possessing the EQ the emotional 

intelligence or social skills, I think is a national problem in every sector. 

So for example a school teacher, she’s really good or he’s really good at teaching and 

fantastic but they only, they see the only way they’re going to get paid more is if they take a 

management job on, like, so we have the pyramid system so you have to be department 

head and then become a head teacher, right? 

And they may not be good at that and they're certainly not trained at it, or an engineer who’s 

a great engineer who has to get ahead has to go for managerial jobs. 

We see this all the time people promoted to their, to a management job based on their 

technical expertise and not their people skills. 

It’s a nightmare, and in my view that leads to the UK I think we have too many of them in the 

UK, in every sector and that leads the UK being seventh in the G7 productivity per capita 

and seventeenth in the G20. 

It’s bad news unless we can get the right kind of line managers wellbeing will not be 

achieved. 

 

Do line managers have a bigger impact in SME or larger businesses?  

 

Line managers do have a bigger impact in the SME sectors the small and medium sized 

businesses. 

In my view there is no question about that, however here’s the interesting thing and they do 

need the training like anybody in a middle sized or large organisation needs whether it’s 

private sector or public sector. 

Okay?  

But here’s the interesting thing the smaller the organisation even though maybe the line 

manager, because it’s usually a line manager might have really good technical skills but not 

the people skills but he or she would understand that everyone matters and therefore they 

tend to be better at recognising when people aren’t coping, when they’re giving them too 

much to do. 

So the irony is on work I have done, on reports I’ve done for the Charter Management 

Institute on the quality of working life the smaller the organisation, the better the line 

manager is at understanding the issues that each individual employee they have has, and 

helps. 

The bigger the organisation gets, the more remote it gets from the individual. 

The line managers there, don’t have the same kind of awareness of the issues because if 

you’re managing a business, if you’re an owner manager of a business of thirty twenty-five 

or thirty people, you know everybody, you know there problems at home you know their kid 

is severely ill, and you don’t dump on them, and everybody matters so the, the better, the 

better work environment you create the more people are going to produce the better for your 

business you own. 

 

Are ine manager issues more common in larger businesses because of typical hierarchy?  

 

No I think in bigger organisations whether it’s private sector or public sector organisations, I 

think they just the tendency is to promote people bases of their technical expertise. 
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So you’re a great marketeer, and you become a marketing manager it’s a different job, 

you’re a great social worker really good with your clients but to get more money and 

promotion you have to go to a management job and you may be lousy at it or not be 

interested in it or not be trained to do it. 

It’s that kind of thing, therefore if you’re going to promote somebody with a good technical 

expertise make sure they also have the people skills, if they don’t, don’t do it or make sure 

they get extensive training to do the job one or the other. 

 

Are line managers a key part of wellbeing?  

 

Line managers are the foundation stone, from shop floor to top floor of a good wellbeing 

culture, you have the right people in place then they will manage people properly and ensure 

that they recognise when they’re overworked they have to heavier workload when they’ve 

got problems at home they will know them, they will see the signs they’re not coping. 

They will talk, be open and more communicative and let them talk about the problems they 

have and all of that will lead to a culture in which people feel valued, trusted, and you may 

find out oh well you know because I’ve got this problem of elder care issues with my parents 

who one of them have dementia, I really do need to work from home a lot more. 

Right? 

And they let them, that is the kind of culture that you want to create in a work environment in 

the end it pays off, it looks like it might not because people are not right in front of you in an 

office there for ten hours a day, buy you know given technology many people can work more 

flexibly than ever before we don’t need, accepted certain jobs of course paced assembly 

lines to produce a car, nurses in the hospital they can have flexible work shifts but they have 

to be in a hospital. 

But a lot of our businesses are service based businesses people can work much more much 

more flexibly. 

 

What are the top three tips for creating a culture that enhances employee well-being? 

 

Okay if I was to give three tips to any business, the tips would be the following: 

 

Make sure you have the right boss’ from every level of the organisation, from shop floor to 

top floor make sure that they have the technical skills, but make an equivalent of the 

technical skills, their people and social skills they have that, that will work. 

But you have to have all of them, everyone has to possess them, that’s tip one. 

Tip two, don’t make them work long hours, long there’s no evidence that people working 

consistently long hours are productive, quite the opposite, the evidence is if people work 

consistently long hours they will get ill and they’re less productive, so enable people to have 

good work life balance. 

 

And I guess the third one would be, would be about flexible working, it’s not just the long 

hours, but trust people enough to determine when they work, where they work, how long 

they work. 

Give them the options and trust them enough and they will deliver to you and indeed a lot of 

people that work flexibly for example work say, substantially from home or half the time from 

home tend to work longer actually but they do it in the context of picking kids up from school, 
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looking after an elderly relative or whatever they have to do in their private life and we’ll do 

the work at night. 

But they’ll deliver the bottom line probably even working longer hours, tips therefore the line 

manager, don’t work people long hours, and associated with that is the emails by the way, 

do not send emails to people out of office hours is not good news. 

And then final flexible working, trust them even in holidays, don’t necessarily have limited 

holidays, unlimited holidays like Netflix do, like virgin does, like a lot of companies are now 

doing, they won’t necessarily take them but you’re communicating a message to them. 

The message is deliver to the bottom line, how you do it, when you do it how many holidays 

you take who cares, if you complete the job and do it, then, enjoy your holidays. 
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