
Although wellness programs can now be found in almost every large company in

America, our experience suggests that many of these efforts are struggling to fully realize

their promise. To help you enhance the impact of your programs, we’ve compiled a few of

the most important insights we’ve collected over decades of promoting wellness at work.

Whether your organization has a long-standing wellness program or you’re still on the

fence about starting one, we hope you’ll find value in these lessons learned.  

Making Wellness Work 
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Many employers believe they can improve the health of their employees by simply paying

them to use programs that identify their health risks and tell them what to change.

However, this approach has generally failed to produce a return on investment. Health

habits are deeply rooted and far too stubborn for all but the most deeply motivated people

to overcome. The bottom line is that improving habits across a population requires highly

committed and fully aligned leadership. 

It Takes Real Commitment to Make a
Real Impact 

Consistent with our human nature, employees will only support an effort that requires

difficult lifestyle changes if there is a clear and compelling reason why the changes are

worthwhile. You must be able to articulate why wellness matters in a way that truly

resonates with all employees before you can expect sincere engagement. 

Success Starts with the ‘Why’ 
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Before you launch any program, we recommend crafting a purpose statement that

positions wellness as a unique point of alignment where the interests of all stakeholders

can merge. Everyone wants to be healthy and happy, and when employees experience

fulfillment and growth at work, they also do better work and help the organization achieve

its overarching goals.  

Faced with unsustainable increases to the cost of healthcare, employers have naturally

turned to wellness programs to help them manage employee health risks. However,

wellness programs designed to manage risk often fail to inspire more than cynicism from

employees who resent being viewed in terms of their potential risk instead of their

potential value.  

 

To effectively engage employees in wellness and enjoy the reduction in risk that healthier

habits can offer, design your wellness program primarily as a vehicle for unlocking

positive potential and creating value. Measure the impact of your program using metrics

related to value creation (e.g. employee engagement, productivity and performance,

recruitment and retention). Invariably, the changes that are made to help you achieve

these goals will also have a positive impact on health risk and cost.  

Focus on Creating Value over Managing Risk 

Health is largely determined by the environments in which we live and work, as evidenced

by the fact that the zip code in which a person is born is a better predictor of future health

than genetic code. Wellness programs can only help people practice better habits if the

workplace environment – from the physical spaces to the policies, procedures, and

relationships that govern behavior – makes those habits easy and natural to perform at

work. 

 

Before you launch programs designed to impact certain habits, we recommend starting

with an effort to explore how the workplace environment could be modified to make those

habits easier to practice. Not only will this directly increase your odds of success but it

will demonstrate to your employees that you’re not just targeting them for change, making

them more likely to support your future efforts. 

Wellness is Context-Dependent 


