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Why Businesses Should Care
In addition to the alarming health concerns, there are potentially debilitating economic consequences impacting your business’ 
bottom line.  

• Healthcare costs: more than half of all Americans receive health insurance through their workplace. Obesity-related 
medical treatment costs between $147 and $210 billion a year, with the majority of the spending generated from treating 
obesity-related diseases such as diabetes. Childhood obesity alone is responsible for $14.1 billion in direct costs. As health 
care premiums rise, smaller companies with thin profit margins may be forced into more affordable plans. Changes such as 
increased out-of-pocket expenses or reduced coverage hurt employees, and if talent leaves the company, it hurts employers. 
In the end, taxpayers, both individuals and companies, are impacted by the cost of increased medical care.

• Increased employee absenteeism: obesity-related job absenteeism costs $4.3 billion annually. Additionally, obese chil-
dren have been found to miss significantly more days of school than their healthy weight peers, which can impact their 
parents through increases in work tardiness, early departures and absenteeism. On average, school-age sick children can 
cost employees four days away from work each year.

• Decreased employee productivity: when employees are at work, obesity is associated with lower productivity, costing 
employers $506 per obese employee each year. Additionally, research has shown that parents who have a child in poor 
health do not perform as well at work as parents with healthy children, and experience more work interruptions.

• Future workforce: investing in childhood obesity prevention today is an investment in America’s corporate future.  Re-
search indicates that obesity in childhood influences the likelihood of obesity in adulthood. As today’s children grow into 
our future workforce, the cost burden of treating obesity and its related illnesses has the potential to be catastrophic.

Why Business Involvement is Important
On average, American adults spend more than half their waking hours at work. The increase in work hours over the last several 
decades can be linked to unhealthy behaviors influencing the rise of obesity-related illnesses. For example, employees are eating 
more premade meals away from home, which are often less healthy than homemade meals, and are not incorporating time for 
physical activity into their busy schedules.10 The majority of health costs in the U.S. are for preventable illnesses attributed to 
poor diet and physical inactivity, behaviors often linked to long hours and work-related stress.

Employers have a strong influence in motivating employees to engage in workplace health programs and can institute a variety 
of workplace wellness strategies to directly impact employee health, indirectly impact their families’ health since children learn 
from their parents, and boost the bottom line.

• Research shows that CEOs and senior leadership, through engaging employees and modeling healthy behavior, have a 
significant influence in motivating employees to take advantage of workplace health programs and understand their own 
health indicators such as weight, blood pressure and body mass index.

• Health promotion programs in the workplace are cost-effective, having an average $6 return per dollar invested. Health 
promotion programs in organizations of all sizes reduced sick leave and health plan costs by about 25%.

• When employees are encouraged by senior leadership to participate in workplace health programs they are nearly twice as 
likely to report improved health, healthy eating, weight loss, reduced blood pressure, and reduced cholesterol as a result of 
program participation, than employees not encouraged by their employers.
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What Are Some Examples of Engaged Businesses
In a survey, 63% of companies that have three or more employees and offer health benefits said that they also offer at least one wellness 
program. Below are some specific examples of employers offering wellness programs:

• Bandwidth, a communications technology company, encourages 90-minute lunches so employees have time to hit the gym.
• Capital One offers on-site healthy food options and company-wide fitness programs.
• Vynamic, a consulting company, implemented the following policy: “To promote better balance, employees are to refrain from 

sending non-urgent emails to other employees between 10pm and 6am Monday through Friday, all day Saturday and Sunday, and 
all Vynamic holidays. In urgent matters, call or text is preferred over email.” While recognizing emergencies do exist, they also 
stopped the constant flow of requests and information that prevented their employees from relaxing.

• Campbell Soup Company offers on-site screenings and health coaching and recognizes employees who practice healthy behaviors 
and encourage colleagues to do the same.

• Sutter Health offers customized health improvement plans supported by a personal health coach and/or physician.
• Ashcroft, a manufacturing company, implemented a year-long fitness competition allowing employees to form teams or compete 

in one-on-one programs, with the idea that a longer commitment is more likely to result in real changes than a single event focused 
on healthy behaviors. At the one year mark, Ashcroft has 68 percent of their employees voluntarily participating.

• Fidelity Investments offers annual benefits fairs and an incentive program that helps engage associates and their eligible depen-
dents in healthy activities.

A CULTURE OF HEALTH STARTS IN THE WORKPLACE 
Employers have an important opportunity to make the workplace a catalyst for employees and their families to change 
unhealthy behaviors, improve health outcomes and prevent chronic diseases. 
Start now! 

• Companies can offer a variety of wellness initiatives, such as health assessments and screenings, tobacco cessation 
programs, and weight loss programs.

• Leadership can prioritize healthy eating at work by: instituting healthy meeting guidelines; offering nutritious meal, 
snack and beverage options in the workplace, and promoting cooking at home.

• Leadership can support a balanced and healthy lifestyle by protecting employees’ free time and discouraging non-ur-
gent communications after-hours and on weekends.

• Create opportunities for physical activity through longer lunch breaks, offering pedometers, and subsidizing gym 
memberships. Take advantage of fitness-related team-building opportunities by signing up for community-based 
activities, walkathons, and group weight-loss challenges.

What Tools Are Available
The Affordable Care Act (ACA) expands employers’ ability to reward employees who meet health status goals by participating in 
wellness programs—and, in effect, requires employees who don’t meet these goals to pay more for their employer-sponsored health 
coverage. Here are a few different tools when considering wellness programs: 
• “Participatory wellness programs” include things such as gym memberships.
• “Health-contingent wellness programs” include programs that require a person to meet a health status standard to obtain an award 

in the form of premium discounts or rebates, lower cost-sharing requirements, the absence of a surcharge, or extra benefits.
• The complimentary CDC Lean Works program helps employers plan, implement, and assess worksite obesity prevention and con-

trol programs.

ACCE
Education
Attainment
DIVISION

Resources cited in this brief: 
• www.healthyweightcommit.org • http://www.hudson.org/policycenters/21-obesity-solutions-initiative 

• www.bbb.org  • www.ahealthieramerica.org • www.fasinfat.org • www.uschamberfoundation.org 

• http://goodfoodla.org 

For additional resources visit: www.acce.org/Divisions/ead/workforcewellness


