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Wellness Programs Cut Sick Days, 
Improve Productivity      

       By Yasemin Sim Esmen Published in Benefit News June 13 2018

A recent United Healthcare survey found that 62% of participants in 
wellness programs say their productivity has improved, 56% have had 
fewer sick days and 30% say they had a disease detected thanks to these 
programs.These results show that wellness programs can be useful and 
may help curb some costs associated to healthcare, according to the 
insurance giant, which also offers its own UnitedHealth Wellness plan. 
“This is positive news about how to make healthcare more affordable,” 
says Rebecca Madsen, chief consumer officer of the Minnesota-based 
UnitedHealthcare. “This shows that these programs are working.”
The survey finds that 67% of the people surveyed reported reduced 
bodyweight and that 23% quit smoking or other nicotine use thanks to the 
program.While weight-loss was prominent among participants, there was 
only a 5% difference between people on a wellness program and those 
who are not when it came to 
devoting time to health each 
day: 31% of those on a 
wellness program devote an 
hour each day to their health 
while 26% do so among the 
group not on wellness 
programs. “The fact that an 
average of 29% are willing 
to devote an hour each day 
to their health means 71% 
are not willing to do so. The 
question in how to get them 
motivated,” says Madsen.
The survey results are motivating employers as well, says Madsen. She 
believes that benefits advisers should also keep in mind that 73% of 
employees that do not have a wellness program want them, so offering 
these programs could provide opportunities not only in fewer sick days but 
also in employee engagement.
Madsen believes employers should do more than just offer wellness 
programs. They can customize wellness strategy for the specific workforce 
by identifying the most common problems, such as smoking or obesity.
Continues on following page…     
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Wellness Programs Cut Sick Days Continued…
This includes incentives, which appear to work, according to Madsen. 
Employees who participate in the UnitedHealthcare Motion program, 
which encourages physical activity and uses rewards to incentivize 
participants, has given out $30 million so far in rewards to participants. “It 
doesn’t need to be tied to money,” she says, noting gift cards, health 
savings accounts, or even vending machines with healthy snacks are 
good options.
Seventy-three percent of employees without access to wellness programs 
would like to have them. Baby-boomers, people now between the ages of 
55 and 72, lead this group, with 84% of them showing interest in such a 
program. “Many times, they had a health issue and they understand the 
importance of wellness,” says Madsen, “They don’t want to get sick and 

they want to be realistic about it. They want to live 
healthy, longer lives.”
Mindfulness, according to 89% of the respondents, has 
a positive impact on older employees’ health and well-
being. “Physical and mental health are tied together, 
keeping healthy and engaged is important,” says 
Madsen. “We try to make sure we are looking at the 
whole person.”
At a time when mental health issues, the opioid abuse 
crisis, and the rise in the number of suicides are in the 
news almost daily, Madsen believes employee 
assistance programs to be essential and that 
mindfulness or meditation programs can help.

5 Ways to Increase Employee Wellness Program Participation 
 Adapted from same titled article on Benefitnews.com

If you’re struggling to engage employees around your organization’s wellness program, you’re not alone. According to a 
recent Gallop poll 60% of employees, whose organization have a wellness program, are aware of it, but only 40% of 
those who are aware of it, participate in it. Here are five ways to ensure higher employee wellness programs.
1. Pick a program that fits the needs of your employees.
Wellness programs are not one-size-fits-all. To get the most engagement out of your wellness program, pick offerings 
that best suit the need, interests and potential health risks of your employees.
2. Use gradual implementation to ease the transition for employees.
Results don’t happen over night and neither does employees engagement. It’s important to take a progressive, “stair-
step” approach and engage employees gradually to get them accustomed to the behavioral changes and new offerings. 
This isn’t always a matter of weeks or months - it can be years.
3. Set personalized, attainable goals and measure them.
It’s important for both employers and employees to set concrete measurable goals that are easy to track. Whether 
through employee enrollment numbers, annual physicals completed or participation in non-smoking, nutrition or weight-
loss programs, tracking these results helps achieve progress between checkpoints.
4. Keep communications consistent.
There can be a lot lost in the shuffle with large organizations. It’s important that your employees establish a relationship 
with a representative or consultant who they trust to assist them in making better health decisions.
5. Lead by example and create a culture of wellness.
For wellness programs to yield results, companies must create a culture of wellness. It’s important for employees to feel 
constant support and encouragement to make good health decisions and practice healthier living. 
By creating a wellness program focused on what your employees need and want most, your employees can take a 
more active, mindful approach to healthy living. If employees feel like they’re well taken care of and are saving money, 
they return the same respect and dedication to the organization.


