Article for the October 23, 2008 edition of the Living Well section of the Herald News

Workplace wellness makes staying healthy easier

One of the best ways to improve your personal health status is to work for an organization that promotes wellness on the job. Fortunately, a good number of people who work in Fall River do so for organizations that have voluntary employee wellness benefits in place. But, in order for them to work, you have to participate!
Last month, in this column, I described a new wellness program that is beginning to make a difference people who work for municipal government in Fall River in our region, including police, firefighters and school department staff. Health screenings that measure blood cholesterol, blood pressure and blood sugar have already been completed for hundreds of these employees, and more are scheduled. New walking and weight-loss programs are starting up at Government Center. 
“Wellness can be contagious in a very positive way. One weight loss program at City Hall has led to another at the police department; weight Watchers groups are increasing interest in walking programs; and employees getting motivated to be healthier.” noted Wellness Coordinator Julianne Kelly. Studies have shown that "wellness at work" programs, reduce sick days, increase productivity and slow down the escalating cost of health care, 
In addition to the City’s program for municipal employees, a number of our larger employers in Fall River also provide wellness resources:
· Southcoast Hospitals Group rolled out their employee wellness program,   HealthQuest, in 2006. Annually, Health Risk Assessments have been provided and employees who complete it have received a $15 gift card as well as a one month fitness membership. In addition, biometric screenings, which measures cholesterol, glucose and blood pressure have been offered to employees. Also, monthly programs and events are offered to increase awareness and highlight different health concerns. Ongoing walking, Weight-Watchers and smoking cessation groups help employees focus on making positive changes. “A new ‘Taste of Exercise’ program after work offers employees a chance to try out different exercise disciplines such as yoga and Pilates,” reported Wellness Coordinator, Kristi Aimone.
· Wellness activities are available to St. Anne’s Hospital employees through Employee Health Services in conjunction with the Human Resources Department, as well as many services offered by the hospital, such as free flu shots and mammograms. Health fairs and seminars provide health education on a broad range of topics, and the cafeteria emphasizes healthy food options. Many hospital employees also engage in fundraising walks throughout the year that support a fundraising for a number of health concerns. 
· Employees at Bristol Community College can take advantage of numerous health education programs on a variety of topics such as stress management, substance abuse and healthy eating. A workout room in the Commonwealth Center is open to staff and students alike to improve cardiovascular fitness and strength training. A Weight-Watchers group meets on campus, and the cafeteria offers a wide selection of healthier food options.

· Over 300 people who work at the thirteen program sites of the Family Service Association throughout Bristol County and the Cape can take advantage of an employee wellness program an employee wellness program begun in 2007 and now funded in part by the Massachusetts Department of Public Health. Wellness coaches at each site help to motivate employees to take advantage of walking, nutrition and other programs that operate throughout the year. A changing monthly calendar of activities on different themes keeps interest fresh. “Our staff can only be at our best if we’re healthy,” noted Wellness Coordinator Susan Potvin.
· A wellness committee at Lightolier in the Fall River Industrial Park initiates a calendar of monthly activities that help to keep over 400 employees healthy and fit. Over the summer, employees were able to shop for fresh fruits and vegetables from local growers each week in the factory’s wellness center. Speakers on a variety of topics including skin care, stress and basic health services give afternoon session during work time, and an annual health fair was held just this week. Employees are reimbursed if they actively use local gym facilities for three months.

· Employees at Taco, Inc., a manufacturer of hydronic systems on Bedford Street, engage in a pre-shift stretching program designed to minimize injuries as part of a “Working Wealthy” health program.

More Fall River workplaces need to provide assistance with wellness to their employees. A random sample survey of 175 Fall River Chamber of Commerce member organizations conducted last fall by students of the University of Massachusetts Dartmouth Center for Marketing Research revealed that:
· Only 17% of worksites provide information on nutrition and healthy eating 

· Only 34% provide healthy foods to employees

· Only 26% provide posters and signs, 17% provide pamphlets and brochures, 13% provide newsletters, and 9% offer Weight Watcher groups

· Only 10% of worksites have an indoor exercise facilitiy available to employees 
On the positive side, however, the survey of Fall River employers also revealed that:

· 72% of worksites have access to walking paths, 14% to basketball courts, 10% to bike paths tennis courts.

· 46% of worksites participate in softball leagues and 30% participate in basketball leagues

· 74% of worksites offer family counseling programs to employees and 68% offer stress management.
Think about where you work. Is there something your employer could do to promote a healthier workforce? Many activities can be provided for little cost. All employees can enroll in the City’s Fitness Challenge held every year between January and May. A Southcoast Workplace Wellness Improvement task force is now meeting monthly at UMass-Dartmouth to help local organizations improve the availabiltiy of workplace wellness programs. Contact me at drweed@cox.net if you’d like to know more about how your workplace can help keep you healthy. 
