Making the Case for Workplace Wellness Programs
Changing Lives and Transforming Culture
Making the case for workplace wellness is never an easy task -- especially in the
middle of an economic downturn. But remember, when it comes to "making the
case" for workplace wellness programs, little things can make a big difference.
On the following pages, you will find important information provided by The
Wellness Council of America (WELCOA) who addresses the alarming rise in
health care costs and the impact it is having on American business. In addition
to this disconcerting information, you’ll find important information about how
employees’ unhealthy lifestyles can be very costly to organizations.
With the overall health status of the American workforce waning, employers
would be well-advised to consider taking immediate & significant measures to
enhance employee health and productivity. To do nothing in a time of rapidly
escalating health care costs is simply unacceptable—this “do-nothing” strategy
will bankrupt the American system of health care and take American business
and its employees along with it.
At the Wellness Council of America, the nation’s premier provider for workplace
wellness resources and material, we have found that modest investments in
workplace wellness programs result in significant savings. With numerous studies
documenting the specific outcomes of workplace wellness programs, now more
than ever, it’s an ideal time to incorporate workplace wellness programs as a
primary health care cost-containment strategy.
Part I
Health Care Expenditures And The Excruciating Toll On American
Businesses And Their Employees
Health care costs are taking on excruciating toll on American businesses and
their employees. Consider this:
Health care expenditures in the US have now surpassed $2.3 trillion in 2008,
more than three times the $714 billion spent in 1990, and over eight times the
$253 billion spent in 1980.
This means that, in 2008, U.S. health care spending was about $7,681 for every
American man, woman and child—or more than $30,000 for a family of four.
Presently, health care accounts for 16.2% of the nation’s Gross Domestic
Product (GDP); this is among the highest of all industrialized countries and
more than four times what we spend on defense.
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The annual premium in 2008 for an employer-sponsored health plan covering
a family of four averaged $12,500—about as much as an entire years pay for a
person working at minimum wage.
In that same year of 2008, premiums for employer-based health insurance rose
by five percent, or two times the rate of inflation; for small businesses with
fewer than 24 employees, premiums rose at 6.8 percent.
If predictions hold, a family of four in the next seven to nine years will spend
around $64,000 annually on healthcare.
The cost of healthcare has increased to 274 times what
though the average cost of all other goods and services
times. Recently, Starbuck’s chairman recently noted that
$200 million per year on insurance for its employees—more
spends on coffee.
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increased only eight
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An estimated 81 percent of all American’s now take at least one prescription
medication every day—the average prescription now costs $70.
The cost of American health care is rising so rapidly that it is predicted to
reach $4.2 trillion, or 20 percent of our GDP, by 2016.
A recent Harvard university study showed that 68 percent of surveyed people
who filed for bankruptcy had health insurance—but in spite of it they struggled
with an average out of pocket medical debt of $12,000.
Another study indicated that 1.5 million families lose their homes to
foreclosure every year due at least partly to medical bills.
One out of every five Americans already has so much medical debt that he or
she is paying it off over time.
It is estimated that approximately 237 million of the 310 million Americans
are enrolled in a health care plan—employers provide coverage for 68% of this
insured group.
While consuming one-sixth of our economy—the lions’ share of our
healthcare expenditures do not produce any tangible products that can
circulate or be sold abroad.
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Part II
Unhealthy Lifestyles Are Very Costly To American Business
There’s no question that an enormous portion of health care expenditures are
driven by unhealthy lifestyles. Consider the following:
Chronic diseases—preventable things like heart disease, cancer, stroke, etc.—
cause 70 percent of deaths in America and are responsible for three fourths of
health care spending.
What’s more, lifestyle-related chronic diseases – heart disease, cancer, diabetes
are the leading causes of disability in the U.S.
Approximately 40% of all deaths in the United States are premature and, again,
largely preventable– at least 900,000 deaths annually are related to tobacco use,
poor diet, sedentary lifestyle, misuse of alcohol and drugs, and accidents.
Chronic conditions account for an estimated 75% of the nation’s $2 trillion
medical care costs, which translates to over 15% of the U.S. gross domestic
product.
In another decade, when the 80 million baby boomers reach old age, the
incidence of those illnesses and the costs of managing them will increase
enormously.
Almost 66% of the increase in health care spending can be attributed to
increasingly unhealthy lifestyle behaviors; most prominent among these is
obesity.
Two comprehensive scientific reviews identified 83 peer-reviewed studies
reporting that people with unhealthy lifestyle habits have higher medical costs.
Employees who are considered to be high-risk for certain health conditions can
be expected to account for 25% of total medical costs; this according to a large
study of six large private-sector and public-sector employers. Since this analysis
did not include the costs of moderate risk levels or other risk factors, the total
impact of unhealthy lifestyle on employer medical costs is much higher than
25%.
Recent research indicates that there is a direct relationship between modifiable
lifestyle risks and lower worker productivity, and relevant data suggest that the
costs to employers in lost productivity due to poor employee health may be
substantially more than the direct medical and disability costs.
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Part III
The Overall Health Status Of The American Workforce Is Not Good
Stated mildly, the overall health of the American workforce is not good. And as
the boomers get older, the health status of the American worker will decline
even further. This is bad for your business and for the people in it. Consider the
following:
Almost one-third of Americans entering the work force today (3 in 10) will
become disabled before they retire. Freak accidents are NOT the culprit. Back
injuries, cancer, heart disease and other largely preventable illnesses cause the
majority of long-term absences. The average long-term disability will last 2.5
years.
Smoking
Presently, about 20 percent of the population smokes or use tobacco
products.
Smoking is responsible for approximately one in every five death in the US.
Smokers die an average of 13 to 14 years younger than non smokers.
Smoker develop coronary heart disease two to four times more frequently
than non smokers.
Lung cancer—most of it smoking related—is the most common fatal cancer
among men and women combined and is the most common cause of cancer in
the world.
Many people underestimate the harm of secondhand smoke, which is now
clearly documented.
Many companies nationwide have implemented aggressive smoking policies and
some companies such as Union Pacific Railroad are no longer hiring smokers.
Obesity
America’s obesity rate is the worst in the world and is almost
universally believed to be a major predictor of future illness,
particularly diseases that are most difficult and costly to
manage; diabetes, cardiovascular disease and cancer.
Obesity is linked to more than 30 medical conditions, including
all of the most destructive chronic degenerative disease; heart disease, stroke,
cancer, diabetes, age-related dementia, and osteoarthritis.
Cancer is closely linked to obesity. Obesity is the greatest risk factor for
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colorectal cancer among women as well as uterine cancer. Women who gain
more than 45 pounds after age 18 are twice as likely to develop breast cancer.
Obesity is very closely related to with heart disease and stroke. An estimated
46 percent of all obese adults have high blood pressure, one of the major risk
factors for cardiovascular disease.
Over 75 percent of the deaths related to high blood pressure occur in people
who are obese. Up to 90 percent of all people with type 2 diabetes are
overweight or obese.
Obesity is a predictor of osteoarthritis particularly of the knees and contributes
to degeneration of the joints.
Physical Inactivity
Only 3 in 10 adults get the recommended amount of physical
activity.
Some 37% of US adults report they are not
physically active at all.
Heart disease is the leading cause of death among men and
women in the United States. Physically inactive people are
twice as likely to develop coronary heart disease as regularly
active people.
According to nationally renowned exercise scientist Dr. Steve Blair, physical
inactivity and low fitness is perhaps the most important predictor of morbidity
and of mortality that we know. Low fitness accounts for more sickness and
deaths in the population than anything else that we’ve studied.
The Impact Of An Aging Population
As the boomer’s age, it is estimated:






One quarter of all Americans will have heart disease
One in 12 Americans will have asthma
One in fourteen Americans will have diabetes
One in seven Americans will develop Alzheimer’s.
Approximately one in five Americans will have arthritis,
already the country’s leading cause of disability.

The Bottom Line On Poor Health
If you look at it from a medical and financial perspective, the country simply
cannot exist this way going forward. When we look at the issue of obesity and
lack of physical activity, we will have a major fiscal and social problem in the
country in the not too distant future.

— Dr. Tyler Cooper, Cooper Center
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