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Wellness Pays
Businesses and employees who participate in work-sanctioned fitness
programs reap health and financial benefits.
BY LYLE FITZSIMMONS / PHOTOGRAPHY BY ALEX STAFFORD

At 43 years old and 300 pounds, Wendi Stevenson had a decision to make.
She could continue a history of chronic illness headed toward an even more unforgiving medical future, or grab a lifeline offered
by a company nurse: a corporate wellness program provided by Lee Memorial Health System (LMHS). “[The nurse] looked at me
and said, ‘You are too young to be this sick,’” says Stevenson, a LMHS business systems analyst. “At that moment I knew I had to
make some changes if I wanted to live.”
Stevenson did, and a year later her weight is down 100 pounds and her quality of life has soared to heights not experienced in
years.
Her success not only serves as inspiration for coworkers whose wellness needs may not be as drastic, but it underscores the
benefits of fitter, healthier workplaces, which translates into savings for companies large and small.
And they’re taking notice.
The Families and Work Institute’s 2012 National Study of Employers found the number of companies offering programs has risen
dramatically, from 47 percent in 2005 to 63 percent this year. The number providing employee assistance to combat problems
and pressures is also up, from 46 to 74 percent in the same time frame.
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The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention estimates the annual healthcare cost of obesity in the United States at $147
billion, with medical expenses for obese employees running about 42 percent higher than those for a person at a healthy weight.
Tipping the scales even further are the chronic—and pricey—issues an out-of-shape staff has with absenteeism and productivity.
And aside from waistlines and bottom lines, certain wellness activities—weight-loss challenges or company athletic teams, for
example—can cultivate the sort of togetherness outside the office that promises to simultaneously boost morale and productivity
from 9 to 5.
“We have had tremendous turnout from our colleagues,” says Tammy Steele, senior vice president of human resources for
Concentra, a Texas-based healthcare company that operates 300 medical centers and 250 workplace clinics in 40 states,
including Florida. "It builds great teamwork and camaraderie while, at the same time, promoting wellness and fitness activities."

Although increasing numbers of employees and businesses have become enlightened about the payback from wellness
programs, establishing them can be a challenge.
That’s where Dr. Andrew Singh comes in. He is the lead physician for Lee Memorial Health System’s occupational health services
who spends much of his time counseling local businesses on creating safer work environments and enhancing the health and
wellness of employees. He’s board-certified in occupational and environmental medicine, and partners with Lee’s wellness
director, Dr. Salvatore Lacagnina, on developing employer-based programs.
“Companies know there’s a problem and they know they have to act, but that’s not as easy as it sounds and they’re trying to find
the right ways to address it,” Singh says. “There are many different companies and corporate cultures out there. It’s not a onesize-fits-all proposition. Some companies have been very proactive about it for years now. Others have taken awhile longer.”
Specific data about how wellness impacts finances moves the needle, too. For example, Kaiser Permanente claims that
unscheduled absences can cost employers $3,600 a year per hourly worker.
“The bottom line,” Singh says, “is when you start hitting them in the pocketbook, it changes things.”
Healthcare giant Johnson & Johnson (J&J) was a pioneer in the domestic wellness field in the 1970s when it began providing inhouse recreational facilities for employees. In the past decade, according to J&J, about 8,000 of its U.S. employees have
participated in one or more of a slew of wellness-based corporate programs, with 58 percent of participants reporting a reduction
in stress within six months, 42 percent quitting smoking and 55 percent losing weight.
Elsewhere, IBM sliced away a $190 million portion of the more than $1.3 billion a year it spends on healthcare for 450,000
employees, retirees and family members in the U.S. when employees took part in a corporate initiative to adopt healthier
behaviors.
To get any dedicated effort off the ground, Singh and other experts say a mandatory first step is to get leadership involved,
whether the company has 600 employees or only six. Having a CEO issue a letter or other communication signals to workers that
the initiative will be taken seriously, and that goes a long way toward setting the tone for success, regardless of the existing inhouse culture.
From there, larger organizations can reach out to vendors that will design programs for them. Or, the more cost-conscious
companies can choose from numerous online resources offering complimentary questionnaires and assessment tools to get the
ball rolling. A “sexy” trend for well-heeled outfits, Singh says, is having providers or clinics located at the workplace.
The Lee County Board of County Commissioners moved ahead with plans to open a clinic in March, citing employee savings from
the Charlotte County School Board’s similar facility in Port Charlotte. A commissioners’ presentation earlier this year said the
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Charlotte schools’ average annual health plan cost per employee is $7,793, compared with $12,837 for Lee County employees.
The presentation also said the Lee County Sheriff's Office claimed $400,486 in healthcare-related savings in the first quarter of
2012, thanks to an onsite clinic operated by Tennessee-based CareHere.
“That’s unique, and certainly not every company will be able to have those resources,” Singh says. “Any dollar invested in
wellness is a dollar saved for them, so it provides the return on investment that [big firms are] looking for. Companies can check
with their insurance providers to see what’s covered and what’s not, and a lot will provide ways to get an idea of the wellness
baseline you’re working with.”
Whether it’s as large as offering free gym memberships or as small as distributing free pedometers, organizations can kick start
wellness programs in a variety of ways. A small-scale option that’s often successful is setting up challenges between co-workers,
departments or other companies, where the winning individuals or teams earn cash, time off or simple recognition among their
peers.
In Lee County, the Horizon Council coordinated the “Healthy Horizon Wellness Challenge,” in which participants from member
companies signed up for assessments of their health risks, fitness, body age and health histories, along with pertinent lab tests
and a challenge-opening wellness consultation.
After 12 weeks, winners were determined in categories including most improved (Bill Schroder of U.S. Trust and Marilyn Miller of
Fowler White Boggs) and most fit (Gary Griffin of B & I Contractors and Brooke Gabrielson of ReAction Consulting), and an
overall workplace wellness champion (B. Pat O’Rourke of the Fort Myers Regional Partnership) was crowned at the Horizon
Council’s annual Industry Appreciation Awards luncheon at the Harborside Event Center in Fort Myers.
Statistically speaking, the competition had a total combined weight loss of 172 pounds and a body age improvement of 110 years.
O’Rourke alone lost 35 pounds and one female participant had a 17-year reduction in body age.
“Healthcare is a key pillar in our community,” says Jim Nathan, Lee Memorial’s president and CEO, “with a solid correlation
between a healthy workforce with increased productivity and morale.”

Other popular steps for businesses include either removing vending machines or replacing their contents with healthier options;
organizing staff-wide exercise sessions and allowing employees to adjust work schedules to participate; or bringing in
representatives from Weight Watchers or similar organizations to discuss appropriate individual needs.
Regardless of approach, success stories abound.
Several local organizations were cited for positive outcomes in the American Heart Association’s “Fit-Friendly Companies”
program, in which participants are recognized for progressive leadership toward wellness and concern for their staffs’ overall
health and well-being.
Companies with gold-level recognition included Arthrex, Chico’s FAS, the city of Naples, the Collier County Health Department,
the Collier County School District, Edison National Bank, Gartner, Gulfshore Insurance, Hodges University, Hope Healthcare
Services, the Lee County Board of County Commissioners, the Lee County Health Department, LeeSar, NCH, Physicians’
Primary Care, Physicians Regional Healthcare System and The Commons Club.
Platinum-level honorees were Fowler White Boggs, Lee Memorial Health System and the School District of Lee County.
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LIVE TO EAT, EAT TO LIVE: As part of the district's wekkness offerings, Lee County Schools employees took part in
"Food for Life" classes taught by Evelisse Capo (seated), a pharmacist at Cape Coral Hospital.
“The engagement level varies, but the ones who are engaged are showing tremendous progress,” says Lisa Brown, who was
hired six years ago as employee wellness coordinator for the Lee County district. “The purpose has become more valuable
through the years. It started when the district wanted to offer employees an additional benefit. Now it’s turned into a way we can
contain costs.”
Participation in the district’s wellness programs is measured by units—one person taking one class equals one unit—and Brown
says the number of units has risen steadily from 4,300 in fiscal year 2007, to 9,500 in 2011 to a record 11,086 in 2012. The district
maintains a workforce of 10,000 to 11,000 employees, but those who take part tend to do so in “clusters.”
Brown maintains a network of wellness advocates at each of the district’s schools, which allows her to both keep tabs on what
employees are looking for and to engage the various staffs and communicate pertinent information to them more directly.
“The same person who goes for a flu shot is more likely to go for a health screening and maybe several more things,” she says.
“The continuing challenge is how to engage the other group that’s not been participating. We’ve worked with some very low-dollar
incentives like movie tickets, and that seems to have worked, so we’re looking at other options now.”

Stevenson’s dramatic weight loss was thanks in part to counsel from wellness coach Jeanne Struve, who provided nutrition and
exercise goals to help get the daunting process started. But the support came from all corners, and that made all the difference in
Stevenson’s victory.
“My time with Jeanne was critical and her support was instrumental in my success,” she says. “It was a real plus that each of my
wellness visits were sponsored by the health system and cost me nothing. My family and co-workers were very supportive and
have cheered me on every step of the way.”

Wellness Program Steps for Small Businesses
ISSUE A LETTER OF SUPPORT FROM THE CEO
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Lets employees understand there is support from the very top, which helps to set the tone for the entire initiative.
DESIGNATE A COMPANY WELLNESS LEADER
Often appropriate for an HR coordinator, but just as suitable for an administrative assistant or a passionate employee.
CONDUCT AN EMPLOYEE HEALTH INTEREST SURVEY
Provides insight on what specific programs employees would be most interested in.
PROVIDE AN OPPORTUNITY FOR HEALTH SCREENING
Allows employees to assess and better understand their personal health statuses.
ADMINISTER AN ANNUAL PHYSICAL ACTIVITY CAMPAIGN
Design an incentive to increase the amount of time employees are physically active during the day.
HOLD LUNCH AND LEARNS
Offering onsite seminars on topics like healthy eating, perhaps bringing in a chef to prepare a special meal.
ESTABLISH AN IN-HOUSE WELLNESS LIBRARY
Businesses can take a significant step toward promoting better health by providing opportunities to learn more at the workplace.
DISSEMINATE A QUARTERLY HEALTH NEWSLETTER
A good newsletter covers a variety of topics like physical activity, weight management, stress reduction, tobacco cessation and
medical self-care.
IMPLEMENT HEALTH-PROMOTING POLICIES
Incorporating elements into business operations demonstrates a commitment to the concept. Examples: Mandating a tobaccofree workplace; Promoting an alcohol/drug-free environment; Requiring seatbelt use by all; Formulating safety/emergency
procedures in a disaster.
PROMOTE COMMUNITY HEALTH EFFORTS
Supporting events like fun runs, health fairs and educational seminars and promoting them to employees.
Source: Wellness Council of America
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