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Wellness resources are now available for the small employer

Owners and managers of many small businesses in Fall River have never faced such difficult challenges. The struggling economy has forced each of them to work harder, smarter and leaner than they have ever had to before. Employees, too, are asked to do more and to work harder, often covering for vacant positions until the economy shows signs of a recovery. Under these circumstances, little attention can be given to providing "extras" at the worksite as every minute has to be focused on getting the job done.

Under these conditions, attention to employee wellness will not look easy to most employers, despite the many benefits that having a healthy workforce can have. But, lack of attention to the health of employees could also result in outcomes that can spell disaster for a struggling business. Ask any employer who has a staff member who is out for an extended leave due to illness. Keeping employees healthy and able to work under stressful conditions is, in fact, what a worksite wellness program is all about.

The Southcoast Worksite Health and Wellness Collaborative has teamed up with the Fall River Healthy City initiative to make it easier for small employers to bring health into the worksite. Providence College sophomore Jasiel Correia II has recently been employed for the summer to meet with Fall River employers about how they might increase their resources for health improvement. Mr. Correia is available to meet with business owners and managers and to offer them a three-ring binder full of local resources that employers can purchase for only $25 to improve employee health.

“There are an amazing number of resources that employers can use to bring attention to health,” commented Correia. “Whether its getting employees to lead a more active lifestyle, to lose some weight, or to get help in quitting smoking or reducing the effects of stress, we have the resources right here in the City,” he added. The binder has listings of resources, many of them free, that employers can access. Correia is able to meet employers in person at their place of business to go over what is offered and to discuss how they might want to start.

Some of the resources that employers might want to consider include:

· Encouraging employees, especially those whose jobs are primarily sedentary, to get regular exercise by using one of the City’s ten designated walking routes through out the City, including the boardwalk and the walking route that runs through the Fall River Industrial Park. Giving employees an extra 15 minutes during their lunch break to get in a twenty-minute walk can pay off in increased alertness on the job and in improved attitudes toward work.

· Recommending that employees purchase healthier foods either through one of the City’s 25 designated healthy restaurants or one of the designated healthy markets. Suggesting that employees take advantage of the three farmers’ markets in the City is another way to encourage a healthier diet.

· Providing up-to-date information about the smoking cessation resources in the City, including individual counseling through Stanley Street Treatment and Resources or group sessions through Saint Anne’s Hospital. Employers can even arrange to have cessation groups run at the worksite for $75 per session, which can be especially effective if a whole group of employees want to quit at the same time.

· Arranging for weight loss group support through Weight Watchers or similar groups. While small businesses may not have enough employees to make up a group of eight required, the Worksite Health Collaborative may be able to assist in creating a group from among employees at several worksites.

· Ordering any of dozens of posters, brochures and informational flyers that are available at no charge to employers through the Massachusetts Clearinghouse funded by the Department of Public Health. Each of the three-ring binders has a printed catalogue or copies can be ordered on-line.

Employers can also encourage their workers to sign up for the upcoming Fall River Fitness Challenge that will be starting this fall with Warm-up sessions that begin on September 18th. There is no charge to sign up, and participants are eligible to take part in low-cost classes such as Zumba or kickboxing, as well as free healthy cooking classes. “We had over fifty teams from Fall River worksites participating in last year’s Fitness Challenge,” noted Community Development Recreation Program Director Jamison Souza, “and we could easily have another fifty sign up next January when the four-month program begins.”

There are lots of other ways that small employers can support a healthier workforce, and businesses are encouraged to be creative in their approaches. “We’re going to recognize local employers who have started to do something new to encourage employee health at next October’s Chamber of Commerce Business Expo,” added Southcoast Worksite Health and Wellness Collaborative chairperson Julie Jennings. “We think that once employers find out how feasible it is to encourage healthier behaviors among their employees we’ll see even more offering support,” she added.

Anyone who would like to learn more about what the Collaborative can do to assist employers and managers in improving worksite health is urged to contact Jasiel Correia II at 508-496-1433 or at jasiel91@gmail.com over the next three weeks.

