MANAGEMENT

In the workplace, even our most dedicated employees
may face medical challenges, such as a cancer diagnosis
or heart issues that incur extended treatment cycles. As
leaders, we are responsible for maintaining productivity
and for playing a critical role in ensuring employees feel
valued, supported and seen as human beings first. The way
we respond in these moments shapes our team culture far
more than any memo or mission statement.

When a team member must step away for medical care,
uncertainty often surfaces. Employees may worry about
being let go from their jobs. Meanwhile, leaders may feel
pressured to keep operations running smoothly. This is
where strong, people-centered leadership matters most.

Lead with stability and clarity. The first step is to
embrace empathetic, clear communication. Once you know
an employee needs time away, clarify the process, including
leave options, points of contact and how the work will get
done. What they need most is reassurance that they are still
a valued part of the team, not a problem to be solved.

You don't need to know all the details of their condition.
Your role is to create psychological safety during an
inherently vulnerable moment. Say something like: “We've
got you. Focus on your health. We'll make sure things are
covered here." Those words can lift a weight your employee
may not even realize they were carrying.

Strengthen the team through cross-training. One way
to reduce stress during an employee's absence is to ensure
that no single person is the sole keeper of knowledge.
Cross-training is not about replacing someone; it's about
reinforcing the team.

Ideally, cross-training happens before you need it. Yet
many leaders avoid it because it takes time, or because
certain employees take comfort in being the "go-to” expert.
But when life happens, lack of knowledge redundancy can
quickly halt progress, delay decisions and overwhelm co-
workers who need to “figure it out.”

Cross-training builds resilience, reduces single points of
failure, encourages collaboration instead of competition and
helps employees feel more connected and capable.

Even a simple "knowledge continuity plan” that outlines
key processes, tools, accounts and decision authorities can
make a big difference when someone must step away.

Collaboration should be a daily habit, not an emergency

Why smart leaders
build team resilience
before medical crises

By Cynthia J. Young

Our teams remember how they
were treated during their hardest
day rather than their easiest ones.

response. When teammates routinely share ideas, ask
questions and work together, they are more prepared to
step in with confidence as needed.

Leaders must model the behavior. Ask questions aloud.
Invite multiple voices into decision-making. Encourage
knowledge-sharing moments such as “teach-backs,’
shadowing sessions, or rotating task ownership. These
practices do more than protect workflow - they strengthen
trust, the needed stabilizer during disruption.

When they return, support the person, not just the
workload. Returning to work after medical treatment
is often more emotionally complex than people admit.
There may be exhaustion, side effects, new limitations or
uncertainty about how others will treat them.

Welcome them back by easing the transition:

- Start with a manageable workload ramp-up.

- Checkin privately rather than in public meetings.
Reinforce that their value has not diminished.
Do not assume they want things to “go back to normal”

Leadership in these moments defines culture. Our
teams remember how they were treated during their
hardest day rather than their easiest ones. Supporting
employees through medical challenges is not just
compassionate leadership but also strategic leadership.
When we demonstrate care, create continuity through
cross-training and build collaboration rooted in trust, we
strengthen the resilience of our people and the organization.

At the end of the day, the work will always be there. Our
people, however, need to know we will be there for them. <
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