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Social networking the key to employee health improvement
Many people were startled to hear a report published several years ago that obesity may be a contagious disease. Dr. Nicholas Christakis, a physician and professor of medical sociology at Harvard Medical School, reported on research that demonstrated that people were most likely to become obese when a friend became obese. Christakis has since gone on to publish other studies on the influence of social networks on health, each one demonstrating the powerful effect that family members, friends and even friends of friends can have on our behavior.
Though this finding might lead one to think that social networks lead only to undesirable health outcomes, Dr. Rajiv Kumar, founder and chief medical officer of Shape Up Rhode Island, believes that social networks can have just as powerful effect on improving health. Kumar has been developing programs in workplaces across the country that use social influence among employees to get them involved in activities that can lead to positive health outcomes such as increased physical exercise and weight loss.

Kumar was the keynote speaker at a conference held at the Advanced Technology and Manufacturing Center in Fall River organized by the Southcoast Worksite Health and Wellness Collaborative. The event brought speakers from four major insurance providers as well as several other presenters before an audience of local business leaders and human resource personnel. "There was something for all the attendees to take back to their own workplace, whether they are still in the planning stages or looking to reinvigorate their worksite wellness programs.  I hope the conference helps jumpstart efforts throughout the Southcoast." commented Collaborative chairperson Julia Jennings, RHU, LIA, Vice President of Sylvia Group of Insurance Agencies.

Shape Up Rhode Island, and its national counterpart, Shape Up the Nation, uses the formation of teams within organizations to get employees involved in activities that enhance their health and fitness. "Employers identify that the biggest obstacle that they face [with wellness programs] is the lack of employee engagement. Employers spend a lot of money and a lot of effort rolling out interventions for their employees . . . but the problem is that they can't get people to actually sign up for them. While financial incentives may have a role in getting employees to participate, they're only part of the solution, and there's actually something much more powerful, much more sustainable and much more affordable. . . and that's to take the social approach to health and wellness." Kumar then went on to describe eight ways that social networking could be used to encourage employees to participate in wellness activities.
The eight ways include: 1) Creating connections among employees, 2) Hosting challenges and competitions, 3) Leveraging peer-to-peer invitations, 4) Facilitating conversations, 5) Enabling public expression, 6) Using peer encouragement, 7) Showing status and comparison, and 8) Tying rewards to social behavior. Giving specific examples of each, Kumar went on to show how a networking approach to engaging employees in wellness-related activities can actually attract and involve some of the most resistant employees by appealing to their needs for recognition and inclusion, powerful forces for all but the most socially isolated of individuals.

What this approach relies upon are the same forces that often encourage people to get into unhealthy behaviors. Think of the powerful social influences that most often bring adolescents to a decision to smoke cigarettes or to drink or use drugs. These same influences can be just as powerful in getting someone to become more active or to eat a more nutritious diet or perhaps even to quit smoking. The key, says Kumar, is to deliberately engage social forces in the design of programs and appeals. To back up his claims, he cites data that shows up to 40% of employees engaged in programs that typically only see the ten or fifteen percent typical of most worksite wellness programs.

Speaking from the point of view of the insurer, Karen Hewitt, MBA, Senior Manager of Prevention and Wellness at Blue Cross/Blue Shield of Massachusetts, talked about the power of company and organization presidents and CEOs to influence the health behaviors of their employees. "If our own CEO can find the time in his busy schedule to maintain his own health, then so can we." She emphasized that social influence toward wellness comes from both the top and the bottom or organizations.
Other conference speakers covered additional aspects of employee wellness including ways of changing worksite nutrition and a terrific session by Town of Dartmouth Board of Health director Wendy Henderson who offered suggestions to employers who want to encourage employees to bicycle to work. An avid cyclist who commutes to her job on most days of the year, Wendy pointed out that more people would consider cycling to their job if employers would make some basic low-cost accommodations such as providing safe storage for bikes and adequate space to change and store clothing.
Tim Keneally, Esq, of Foley & Foley PC, then spoke on understanding what one can and cannot do in designing a corporate wellness program from a legal point of view. Lisa Erck, Coordinator of Worksite Initiatives for the Mass. Dept. of Public Health Mass In Motion project, and Carol Nagle, CEO of the Family Service Association in Fall River rounded out the morning by describing how the agency developed a robust wellness program with minimal resources. Ms. Nagle underscored the ways that social engagement has brought in not only employees but also family members into their wellness program.

"I found the morning to be extremely helpful to us at Citizens-Union Saving Bank as we begin to put an employee wellness program together," reported Barbara Tripp who chairs a new wellness committee at the bank and is herself a Collaborative member. "We're definitely going to explore ways to apply social networking principles to our program as we move forward, " she added. The committee is looking to kick off the program with a downtown walk on May 23rd.
For more information about the Collaborative and the conference, including YouTube videos of each of these presentations, go to the web site at www.SouthcoastWorksiteHealth.com. Employers and human resource personnel who might like to attend a meeting of the Collaborative held each third Tuesday of the month at the UMassD Charlton School of Business should contact Ms. Jennings at jjennings@sylviainsurance.com.
