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In Mountain Mantras: Wellness and Life Lessons from the Slopes, I 
advocate a positive, incremental approach to increasing wellness and 
success in life. I suggest a similar approach when approaching corporate 
wellness programs.   
 
Did you know that one of the objectives of Healthy People 2010 
(Department of Health and Human Services) was for at least 75% of 
worksites to offer a comprehensive health promotion program?  

Consider the spectrum of corporate wellness plans ranging from:  
 
GOOD          => 
                                             to BETTER          =>     
                                                                                              
                                                                                                 to BEST 

 

What is Good? 
Good plans are activity-centered, as opposed to results oriented. Plans are likely grass-roots oriented, based on 
individuals’ passions (e.g. yoga, walking clubs). Since these plans are driven from the bottom-up, they typically 
involve strong-arming executives into agreeing to implement them corporate-wide, or leaving the top level of 
the organization out altogether. These plans tend to fade out with organization turnover.  
 
What is Better? 
Better plans incorporate data and science. Mid-level managers are often involved. Better plans incorporate 
some, but not all, of the Wellness Council of America’s (WELCOA) Seven Benchmarks (see below). The most 
common reason plans are ranked “better” instead of “best” is that these plans start with #5 of the seven 
benchmarks rather than implementing the plan sequentially, as is recommended.  
 
What is Best? 
The best plans involve results-oriented* work place programs. Best plans incorporate the Seven Benchmarks, as 
outlined on the following pages (used with permission by WELCOA) and studied over the past 20 years. (For 
more information about WELCOA, please visit: www.welcoa.org). 

*WELCOA reports that less than 7% of corporate wellness programs are results-oriented (i.e. a program incorporating all 
five key elements defined by Healthy People 2010, a framework for prevention for the nation). Specific data is as follows: 
Only 6.9% of worksites offered a comprehensive worksite health promotion program; 24.1% of worksites with more than 
750 employees offered such a program; 11.3% of worksites with 250 to 749 employees; 6.0% of sites with 100 to 249 
employees; 4.6% of sites with 50 to 99 employees. 
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The Seven Benchmarks of a Results-Oriented Workplace Wellness Program 

1. Capture senior level support.  Built from the top down. Control purse strings, control the 
communication channels, and provide great role models for the rest of the organization.  
 
Barriers include: 
a) C-suite executive (as many as 80% to 90%) are wrestling with health issues themselves. How to 
overcome? Create a safe environment where perfection is not part of the plan. All improvements are 
celebrated. 
b) Most C-suite executives don’t see themselves as any different from the front-line employees. How to 
overcome? Understand that according to a study reported in Why Are Some People Healthy and Others 
Not, when individuals have a high level of control over work environments, even if it is a high stress 
environment, health outcomes are better than those that feel that they have little control.   
c) Most C-suite executives don’t understand what it takes to implement a comprehensive workplace 
wellness initiative. How to overcome? Team members can be trained (via programs such as those 
offered by WELCOA). 
d) Most C-suite executives don’t understand their role as being an ambassador for the wellness initiative. 
How to overcome? Wellness program designers must ally with the C-suite executives through effective 
communication. Effective communication does not mean making a Power Point presentation (a “hard 
sell”). See below for how to get CEO support.  
 
Data shows that having senior level support can make a tremendous difference in program outcomes.  
For example, with CEO support, participation rates in PHA (Personal Health Assessment) are 1.44x 
higher, participation rates in health coaching are 1.4x higher, and risk reduction is 2.4x higher. 
 
How to get CEO support: 
a) Establishing common ground.  Common ground points include productivity, happiness and greater 
health. Rather than positioning a program as an adversary, establish yourself and your team as an ally to 
achieve a common goal. Commit emotionally and verbally to get on the same team. 
b) Connecting emotionally.  Express opportunities to change the lives of people on the front lines. Tell 
stories about people who have been sick and who have gotten healthy. Reveal testimonials about people 
that have gotten a second chance on life as a result from changes in behavior. Touch hearts, not minds. 
c) Make it Personal.  Encourage C-suite executives to get involved in a wellness initiative first. If an 
executive can experience a change him or herself, making a change in the broader organization will be 
easier. 
d) Supply the Evidence.  Now is when you share the Power Point Presentation.   
e) Connect the Dots.  Share the Seven Benchmarks. 
f) Build the Skills.  Show executives how to become plan champions (vocal, visible, and visionary). 
 

2. Create cohesive teams.  Top-level managers delegate ownership of the program in order to 
institutionalize it- so that it doesn’t sit in once person’s court. Creating cohesive teams takes time and 
requires effort to get individuals to function efficiently together. Make sure you have the right, diverse 
membership mix on this team (men, women, healthy and unhealthy). 
 
Why are wellness teams important?   
a) Provide safety for a radically new idea.  As a new idea, wellness initiatives are better to be supported 
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by other people rather than being on its own. Since 93% of wellness programs in the U.S. are activity-
based, when a person leading that activity moves on, teams provide a mechanism for the plan to live 
beyond them. 
b) Capitalize on the group IQ.  If the right people are put on the wellness team, the team will benefit 
from the collective strength of the team. 
c) Supply the muscle to get things done.  There is so much work to do; spread the workload. 
d) Broadcast the message.  Many more voices means more participation and ultimately satisfaction. 
e) Offer an opportunity to be a part of something extraordinary.  For some people, being on this team 
will be one of the best parts of their job. 
 
What areas should be represented on the wellness team? 
* Human Resources 
* Health Care Provider 
* Middle Management 
* Benefits 
* Occupational Health 
* Safety 
* Employee Assistance 
* Finance 
* Management Information Systems 
* Front-Line Employees 
* Administrative/Secretarial 
 
A best practice is to offer a one to two year term on the wellness team with an on-going potential for 
renewal. Ultimately, you’d like continuity with your best people. Teams should consist of three to 
twelve people from different functional areas and with various ages, health status and gender. An 
appointment from the CEO and high visibility are best so that the job is seen as a great honor. Teams 
could meet quarterly (good), every other month (better), or monthly (best). 
 
What is the outcome of having a high performing wellness team? Organizations with high performing 
wellness teams have plans that: 1) last longer, 2) are more effective, and 3) produce better results. 
 

3. Collect data.  The wellness team’s first responsibility is to collect data -- not start programs. You should 
collect data across three areas: 1) health risk appraisal, 2) needs and interest assessment, and 3) culture 
assessment. Data collection and analysis should be conducted at least on an annual basis.   
 
Data collection: 
a) Provides a longitudinal account of the health status of the organization over time 
b) Is an excellent recruitment vehicle for new employees 
c) Allows you to benchmark against other organizations 

 
4. Craft an operating plan.  The operating plan is a critical element that forces you to think before you act. 

The plan should be customized for the organization and include the following seven components: 
a) Vision/mission statement, incorporating the organization’s core philosophies 
b) Goals linked to strategic priorities with specific performance measures 
c) Timeline for implementation 
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d) Roles and responsibilities 
e) Itemized budget (specific to the wellness program) 
f) Marketing strategies to promote the plan to employees 
g) Evaluation procedures and timeline  
 

5. Choose appropriate interventions. Now you can start offering your program. The five basic programs 
are: 
 a) Physical activity* 
 b) Eating healthy for life/managing weight* 
 c) Medical self-care initiative 
 d) Stress management 
 e) Tobacco and drug cessation 
 
*Non-negotiable programs. Absolutely essential, as physical activity and obesity are the two key drivers 
of health care costs. 
 
A possible sixth program is financial wellbeing, which is related to stress management. 
 
Eleven issues to consider when choosing interventions: 
i) What specific objectives does this invention address? (look back at operating plan) 
ii) How many employees are targeted to participate in this intervention? (pilots might be the best way to 
start) 
iii) What incentives will be used? (trinkets and tee-shirts?, merchandise?, cash?, tie-ins to health 
insurance premiums?) 
iv) How long will the intervention be promoted? 
v) How long will the intervention take to complete?  
vi) Will the intervention be offered at multiple locations and/or for multiple shifts? 
vii) At what organizational levels will the intervention be offered? 
viii) What will be the cost to deliver the intervention? 
ix) What legal issues need to be considered? 
x) How will the intervention be evaluated? (look at operating plan) 
xi) Who is the key contact if something goes wrong? (vendor) 

6. Create supportive environments.  Judd Allen (President of the Human Resources Institute 
http://www.healthyculture.com/Judd_Allen.html) reports that 80% of employees will try to change 
behaviors to get healthier, but less than 20% will be successful. Why? Because the environment is not 
set up to support those initiatives and desires. Addressable opportunities include: 
a) Cafeteria food (include healthy and local options) 
b) Vending machines (move them to furthest corners of building; label them green/yellow/red) 
c) Access to physical activity 
d) Office protocol (e.g., sit for 60 minutes, move for three minutes) 
e) Desk and work space design 
f) Stress management (EAP), a work-based intervention program designed to identify and assist 
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employees in resolving personal problems (e.g., marital, financial or emotional problems; family issues; 
substance/alcohol abuse) that may be adversely affecting the employee's performance. 
g) Tobacco use (consider a smoke-free campus) 
h) Signage  (e.g., by elevators, remind people to use the stairs) 
 

7. Carefully evaluate outcomes.  Evaluation is relatively simple when you have followed steps One 
through Six. Let’s first understand why people don’t evaluate. 
a) They confuse evaluation with research 
b) They are afraid the weaknesses of their program will be exposed 
c) They don’t feel like they have enough time 
d) They didn’t budget for it 
e) Their programs are poorly organized 
  
Why evaluation is essential 
* To obtain feedback that will improve your programming efforts 
* To demonstrate the value of your program 
* To measure change 
* To secure funding 
* To establish accountability  
* To compare the efficacy of interventions 
 
Eight evaluation targets 
i) Program participation rates - priority for years 1 and 2 
ii) Participation satisfaction - priority for years 1 and 2 
iii) Changes in health behaviors - for years 3 and 4 
iv) Changes in biometric measures - for years 3 and 4 
v) Increases in productivity - priority for years 3 and 4 
vi) Changes in medical claims reduction - priority for years 5 and 6 
vii) Changes in organizational culture - priority for years 5 and 6 
viii) ROI - priority for years 5 and 6 
!

Over the last 20 years, through its work with hundreds of companies, WELCOA has documented improvements 
using various tools, including program registration sheets, participant satisfaction surveys, self-reported 
behavior change surveys, Health Risk Assessment (HRA) results, biometric screenings, productivity surveys, 
claims analyses, and culture audits.  
 
WELCOA (The Wellness Council of America) is one of the nation’s most-respected resources for building 
high-performing, healthy workplaces. Over its 25+ year history, WELCOA has perfected its patented Well 
Workplace protocol, which is the key to developing, delivering, and sustaining a healthy corporate culture. 
Whether you are a workplace wellness practitioner, human resources professional, business leader, or 
consultant/broker, WELCOA’s tools, trainings, and resources will help you better promote organizational well-
being and, at the same time, contain escalating health care costs. 
 
With more than 5,000 corporate members, WELCOA has an impeccable reputation for helping business and 
health professionals improve employee well-being and create healthier organizational cultures. By translating 
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powerful, evidence-based science into strategic business practices, WELCOA offers everything you’ll need to 
build and sustain a results-oriented workplace wellness program. As one of the nation’s premier resources for 
workplace wellness, our mission is to serve business leaders, workplace wellness practitioners, public health 
professionals and consultants of all kinds by: 
 

• Promoting membership; 
• Producing leading-edge workplace wellness publications and health information; 
• Conducting trainings that help workplace wellness professionals create and sustain results-oriented 

wellness programs; and 
• Creating resources that promote healthier lifestyles for all working Americans. 

 

 

 Kathryn Kemp Guylay is a certified nutritional counselor 
with a master's degree in business and a successful career as 
a management consultant. She is the founder of the national 
non-profit organization Nurture, which provides nutrition 
and wellness education to children, parents and schools 
across the country. Kathryn is a speaker to various 
organizations, including non-profits and corporations. 
Kathryn is the host of her own radio show, Healthy Kids 
Corner, on KDPI 89.1 FM.  

 
Her websites include: 
www.nurtureyourfamily.org 
www.healthykidsideas.com 
www.healthysolutionsofsv.com 

For wellness program creation, Kathryn recommends reaching out to WELCOA (www.welcoa.org) for 
resources on comprehensive planning.   
 
If you are interested in a workshop, lunch and learn, or training presentation (topics including positive 
psychology, stress management, vision and visualization, and motivation), please contact Kathryn at 
kg@healthysolutionsofsv.com.  To learn more about Kathryn’s worksite productivity enhancement program, 
please visit: www.healthysolutionsofsv.com/speaking/. 

Additional resources:   

1. Best Practices in Evaluating Health Promotion Programs. 
2. Meta-Evaluation of Worksite Health Promotion Economic Return Studies:  2012 Update. 
3. CDC Healthier Worksite Initiative. 
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Addendum:  Corporate Wellness Program Legal Compliance 
 
There are more than ten different federal laws that involve wellness plan compliance, as well as numerous state 
laws. The laws that apply vary greatly based on whether your plan is a group health plan or a non-group 
health plan. 
 
To determine which type of plan you have, ask the following questions.  If you answer “yes” to these questions, 
your plan is a Group Health Plan.  

1. Does the plan provide “medical care”?*  
2. Is the plan offered to employees through insurance? 

 
*Medical care does not include general well-being, such as gym memberships or education; medical care 
regards individual’s physical condition or state of health and/or relates to the relief or alleviation of health or 
medical problems. 
 
Once you know what type of plan you have, you must understand what laws come into play. 
Non-Group Health Plan Group Health Plan 
ADA ADA 
GINA GINA 
FLSA FLSA 
ADEA ADEA 
IRC IRC 
Title VII Title VII 
State Laws State Laws 
 HIPAA 
 ACA 
 ERISA 
 COBRA 
 
Laws Applicable to Both Types of Plans  
If your plan has a health assessment component, two laws come into play: 

1. ADA- Americans with Disability Act http://www.ada.gov/ada_intro.htm 
2. GINA- Genetic Information Non-discrimination Act http://inthefamily.kartemquin.com/content/gina-
and-genetic-discrimination 

 
To make sure you comply with GINA: 
*Do not tie incentives to answering family medical history questions 
*Do not ask employee medical history questions without getting a waiver/written authorization (providing 
family medical history should be voluntary only) 
 
The following laws must be considered whether or not you have a health assessment component: 

• FSLA - Fair Labor Standards Act http://www.flsa.com/coverage.html 
• ADEA - Age Discrimination in Employment Act http://www.eeoc.gov/laws/statutes/adea.cfm 
• IRC - Internal Revenue Code (some benefits may be taxable) 
• Title VII - The Civil Rights Act of 1964  
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• Other state laws 
 
Laws Applicable to Group Health Plans Only 
Some of the most important laws to understand are HIPAA (Health Insurance Portability and Accountability 
Act, in existence since 2006) and the ACA (Affordable Care Act) 
 
HIPAA: http://www.uc.edu/infosec/compliance/hipaa.html 
ACA: http://obamacarefacts.com/whatis-obamacare/ 
 
For information about ERISA (Employee Retirement Income Security Act): 
http://www.dol.gov/dol/topic/health-plans/erisa.htm 
 
For information about COBRA (Consolidated Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1985): 
http://www.dol.gov/dol/topic/health-plans/cobra.htm 
 
In addition to the laws discussed above, also consider guidance from the EEOC- Equal Employment 
Opportunity Commission http://www.eeoc.gov/employers/ 


