
 US
E D I T I O N

T H E  B LO G  03/18/2013 02:36 pm ET | Updated May 18, 2013

Value of Employee Wellness Programs
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Written in partnership with Mary Grealy, President, Healthcare Leadership Council

Are employee wellness programs good investments for employers?

The intuitive answer to that program would be a strong yes. Logic would say that keeping workforces

healthy accomplishes two significant goals — strengthening productivity by reducing absenteeism and

containing the rise in health care costs borne by employers.

Questions are being raised, though. A post in Washington Post‘s Wonkblog earlier this month was

headlined “Corporate Wellness Programs: Not Quite the Cost Savers,” and quoted a University of Arizona

economics professor alleging that employer wellness programs are changing the nature of health

spending, but not necessarily reducing it. What’s happening, he said, is that money that might have been

spent on hospitalizations is not being spent on pharmaceuticals and outpatient doctor’s visits, but spent

nonetheless.

We’re writing this blog post because we have considerable experience, in our respective roles, working

with employers who have put in place innovative wellness programs and are using metrics and their

understanding of the unique nature of their respective workforces to continue fine-tuning these initiatives

to strengthen their effectiveness. We believe it would be unfortunate if the idea that employee wellness

programs bring no return on investment took hold and became conventional wisdom. These initiatives are

critical weapons in the ongoing war against chronic disease.

As we examine the investment value of wellness programs, three important points need to be made.

First, contrary to the example cited in the Wonkblog post, there are companies throughout the country that

are showing genuine health care cost savings as a result of their wellness efforts. At Johnson & Johnson,

for example, employees are given financial incentives to complete a health profile that enables them to

better understand how lifestyle factors affect their current health status, and to take part in weight loss and
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maintenance programs including Weight Watchers memberships. The company has seen real savings of

nearly $600 per employee (in 2009 dollars) and disability rates 20 percent below industry average.

Second, it may well be that employee wellness programs lead to greater use of outpatient services and

prescription drugs instead of hospitalizations, but this is an exchange that can lead to overall savings. In

2002, the St. John Providence Health System in Detroit, part of the Ascension Health system, instituted a

number of changes to encourage employees to take a more active role in their health management and

put several wellness and disease prevention programs in place. Over a five-year period, employee

medical and prescription drug costs increased by about 26 percent, but significant reductions in inpatient

hospital stays and emergency room visits generated over $15 million annually in health cost savings.

And, finally, we must keep in mind that these programs are relatively new compared to other employee

benefits and are still evolving. The study cited in the Wonkblog makes the point that some wellness

programs, like smoking cessation initiatives, are put in place but not monitored to ensure compliance.

Some high-profile employers, like the Cleveland Clinic, have made substantial progress tying financial

incentives to verifiable progress in controlling measurable indicators like weight, blood sugar and blood

pressure.

The bottom line is that these employee wellness programs need to be encouraged. They make sense at a

societal level, understanding that better health in the workplace is critical if we’re to make progress in the

fight against chronic diseases that eat up more than 80 cents of every health care dollar we spend in this

country. But also at the individual company level, where employers both large and small are achieving

return-on-investment success stories, maintaining a healthy workforce is both the right and smart thing to

do.

For more by Kenneth Thorpe, click here.

For more healthy living health news, click here.

Follow Kenneth Thorpe on Twitter: www.twitter.com/KennethThorpe

Kenneth Thorpe 
Chairman, Partnership to Fight Chronic Disease; Robert W. Woodruff Professor and Chair, Department of Health Policy &

Management, Rollins School of Public Health, Emory University

MORE:

   

 

National Employee Wellness Month Partnership To Fight Chronic Disease National Employee Wellness Month

Workplace Wellness Healthcare Leadership Council

You May Like  by Taboola Sponsored Links  

Gundry MD

Cardiologist Warns: Throw Out Your Probiotics Now

http://content.healthaffairs.org/content/30/3/490.abstract
http://www.hlc.org/blog/wp-content/uploads/2010/10/HLC-Wellness_final_R2.pdf
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2011-10-13/health-care-s-brave-new-world-of-compulsory-wellness-ezra-klein.html
http://esd.mit.edu/staging/research/vignette/wp_singh_chronic_care.pdf
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/kenneth-thorpe
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/news/healthy-living-health-news
https://www.twitter.com/KennethThorpe
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/author/kenneth-thorpe
https://www.twitter.com/KennethThorpe
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/author/kenneth-thorpe
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/topic/national-employee-wellness-month
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/topic/partnership-to-fight-chronic-disease
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/topic/national-employee-wellness-month
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/topic/workplace-wellness
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/topic/healthcare-leadership-council
https://popup.taboola.com/en/?template=colorbox&utm_source=aol-huffingtonpost&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=thumbnails-o:Below%20Article%20Thumbnails:
https://popup.taboola.com/en/?template=colorbox&utm_source=aol-huffingtonpost&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=thumbnails-o:Below%20Article%20Thumbnails:
https://popup.taboola.com/en/?template=colorbox&utm_source=aol-huffingtonpost&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=thumbnails-o:Below%20Article%20Thumbnails:
http://rpptrk.com/0e1a305f-0e39-4fd7-ac08-284ed8592dfc?a=1316&n=T&c=1f6a6cf9-8b8c-40a8-8cbd-d97ea81c439c&i=1f6a6cf9-8b8c-40a8-8cbd-d97ea81c439c&&sn=aol-huffingtonpost&si=aol-huffingtonpost


MOST SHARED

Sen. Lindsey
Graham’s Old Words
About Trump Come
Back To Bite Him In
The Butt

Seth Meyers Has A
Scathing Message
For Matt Lauer

How The Federal
Reserve Could Rain
On Trump’s Tax Cut
Parade

Decades After
'Bonanza', Dan
Blocker Finally
Reveals His Big
Secret
Sponsored by Definition

State Dept. Warned
That Trump’s Anti-
Muslim Tweets Could
Endanger Embassies:
Report

WHAT’S HOT

Trump Set To Gut 2
Protected Utah Monuments
On Monday

Fans Stunned As Loretta
Swit Blurts Out Why She

Kellyanne Conway Under
Federal Investigation After
Ethics Complaint

These Are The Facebook
Ads Trump Only Wants His
Loyal Supporters To See

EverQuote Insurance Quotes

Microsoft

Post Popular

Journalistate

Life Buzz

Cary, North Carolina: This Brilliant Company Is Disrupting a $200 Billion Industry

Learn By Doing—Over 25 Always-Free Services

Liberal waitress gets a table full of Republicans, then she looks at the bill

Malia Obama's New Car Is Breathtaking

13-Yr-Old Builds Own House For $1,500: Look When He Opens Door And Reveals 89 Sq Ft Masterpiece

https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/lindsey-graham-trump-kook_us_5a20bf36e4b03c44072c68d5
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/seth-meyers-matt-lauer_us_5a20e691e4b03350e0b59f9f
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/donald-trump-federal-reserve-offset-tax-cuts_us_5a2076cae4b03350e0b55f99
http://def.sptrkr.com/704a73d9?utm_campaign=DEF_US_M_HuffPo_41261_7998&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=huffpo&utm_content=298494
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/state-department-donald-trump-embassies_us_5a204d88e4b037b8ea20b0d1
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/trump-national-monuments-utah-announcement_us_5a205e3ee4b0a02abe8fa2a7
http://def.sptrkr.com/ebc8d0aa?utm_campaign=DEF_US_M_HuffPo_34188_7996&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=huffpo&utm_content=297944
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/kellyanne-conway-ethics-violation-probe_us_5a20aa70e4b03350e0b5935a
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/trump-facebook-ads_us_5a205d86e4b03350e0b5362b
http://rpptrk.com/0e1a305f-0e39-4fd7-ac08-284ed8592dfc?a=1316&n=T&c=1f6a6cf9-8b8c-40a8-8cbd-d97ea81c439c&i=1f6a6cf9-8b8c-40a8-8cbd-d97ea81c439c&&sn=aol-huffingtonpost&si=aol-huffingtonpost
https://article.everquote.com/?h1=startup&h2=brilliant_company&auuid=f7f19716-7490-4579-8a3a-65a02ad1c5dc&&tid=584&id=584&subid=1001&dt=dup&utm_medium=aol-huffingtonpost&utm_thumbnail=https%3A%2F%2Fstatic.evq1.com%2F1b6ce608-0666-42a9-b0df-47ffd31a4b25.jpg
https://ad.doubleclick.net/ddm/trackclk/N572608.1006845TABOOLA.COM0/B20434536.208483400;dc_trk_aid=407407770;dc_trk_cid=94344617;dc_lat=;dc_rdid=;tag_for_child_directed_treatment=?utm_source=taboola&utm_medium=referral
http://postpopular.com/trump-supporter-has-a-liberal-waitress-so-he-leaves-this-on-her-table/??utm_source=taboola&utm_campaign=64716&utm_term=aol-huffingtonpost&utm_content=blog
http://www.journalistate.com/fitness/car-insurance?utm_medium=taboola&utm_source=taboola&utm_campaign=ta-js-car-insurance-des-v3&utm_term=aol-huffingtonpost
http://www.lifebuzz.com/builder-13/?p=1&a=17&utm_source=tb2&utm_campaign=LFB-US-DKT-TAB-KidHouse-9&utm_medium=cpc&utm_content=13-Yr-Old+Builds+Own+House+For+%241%2C500%3A+Look+When+He+Opens+Door+And+Reveals+89+Sq+Ft+Masterpiece+https%3A%2F%2Fprezna.com%2Fget%2Fnsz-9217437371770394609.jpg&utm_term=aol-huffingtonpost
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/lindsey-graham-trump-kook_us_5a20bf36e4b03c44072c68d5
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/seth-meyers-matt-lauer_us_5a20e691e4b03350e0b59f9f
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/donald-trump-federal-reserve-offset-tax-cuts_us_5a2076cae4b03350e0b55f99
http://def.sptrkr.com/704a73d9?utm_campaign=DEF_US_M_HuffPo_41261_7998&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=huffpo&utm_content=298494
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/state-department-donald-trump-embassies_us_5a204d88e4b037b8ea20b0d1
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/trump-national-monuments-utah-announcement_us_5a205e3ee4b0a02abe8fa2a7
http://def.sptrkr.com/ebc8d0aa?utm_campaign=DEF_US_M_HuffPo_34188_7996&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=huffpo&utm_content=297944
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/kellyanne-conway-ethics-violation-probe_us_5a20aa70e4b03350e0b5935a
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/trump-facebook-ads_us_5a205d86e4b03350e0b5362b


ABOUT US

ADVERTISE

About Our Ads

Contact Us

RSS

FAQ

Careers

Archive

User Agreement

Privacy Policy

Comment Policy

©2017 Oath Inc. All rights reserved. HuffPost Lifestyle

Left M*A*S*H
Sponsored by Definition

Jury Acquits Mexican Man
In 2015 San Francisco
Shooting Death

Trump Excludes LGBTQ
People From World AIDS
Day Proclamation

Financial Literacy Startup
SmartAsset Is Helping You
Find A Financial Advisor
Sponsored by SmartAsset

People Can’t Get Over
Britney Spears’ Christmas
Tree

https://www.huffingtonpost.com/static/about-us
https://www.oath.com/brands/huffpost/
https://adinfo.aol.com/about-our-ads/
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/static/contact-us
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/syndication
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/static/faq
https://careers.smartrecruiters.com/Aol/huffington-post/
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/archive/
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/static/terms
http://privacy.aol.com/
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/static/comment-policy
https://www.oath.com/
http://def.sptrkr.com/ebc8d0aa?utm_campaign=DEF_US_M_HuffPo_34188_7996&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=huffpo&utm_content=297944
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/kate-steinle-verdict_us_5a20ae41e4b0a02abe90012f
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/trump-world-aids-day_us_5a2073ace4b0a02abe8fc6b3
https://smartasset.com/retirement/find-a-financial-planner?utm_campaign=huf__falc_test_1&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=huffpost&utm_content=literacy_1
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/britney-spears-christmas-tree_us_5a211c35e4b0a02abe902155
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/kate-steinle-verdict_us_5a20ae41e4b0a02abe90012f
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/trump-world-aids-day_us_5a2073ace4b0a02abe8fc6b3
https://smartasset.com/retirement/find-a-financial-planner?utm_campaign=huf__falc_test_1&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=huffpost&utm_content=literacy_1
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/britney-spears-christmas-tree_us_5a211c35e4b0a02abe902155
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/



