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The Business Case for Wellness in Difficult Economic Times

By the mid-1980’s, many large Houston companies had employee wellness initiatives.  There was intuitive recognition in the C-suite that good employee health was good for business.  But little information was available to link improved health to improved productivity and to demonstrate the positive return on investment from wellness programs.  Consequently, employee wellness programs were among the first corporate casualties of Houston’s mid-to-late ‘80’s recession.

Has the Houston business community learned about and embraced the business case for wellness or is it destined to repeat history?

The business case for health and productivity management (HPM) is strong.  HPM is a strategy intended to improve the business performance of an organization by improving the health of its workforce.  Unlike the 1980’s, systems and metrics are now available to measure the tangible economic benefits of HPM.

Wellness is at the core of the HPM strategy.  The economic benefits of today’s wellness industry clearly support that an “ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure”.  Wellness in the context of the HPM strategy includes initiatives intended to keep the healthy healthy, engage those with health risk factors, and to provide those with clinical conditions with the best possible treatment plan.  Wellness within the context of HPM is a value-based initiative that targets those most likely to benefit from specific healthcare interventions, and is focused on the prevention and amelioration of chronic health conditions.  It is estimated that 65% of today’s U.S. workforce has at least one chronic condition.
It is important for an organization to understand the total costs of impaired workforce health in order to realize the total value of wellness initiatives.  The total cost for impaired health includes medical and pharmacy costs, absenteeism costs, presenteeism costs, and lost productivity costs.  Employers pay $225-$550 annually per employee for the top ten chronic health conditions.  Absenteeism and presenteeism (active employee engagement while at work) are key cost drivers for most conditions, and yet organizations have been slow to assess them as measures of productivity related to health outcomes.  Targeted wellness initiatives have been empirically demonstrated to impact these cost drivers.  

The profit motive for wellness as a business strategy has not been lost on the early leaders of HPM.  For example, former Pitney Bowes CEO and current national advocate for HPM Mike Critelli states that, “in any given year the ROI of our health benefit planning function is about 5 to 1.”  Similarly, companies with effective HPM practices including wellness have been shown to enjoy higher revenue per employee, experience greater returns to shareholders and have higher market value than their less effective peers.  Many organizations are learning how to determine the value of their health investment portfolio and have related improved health outcomes to improved financial performance.

The U.S. healthcare system is on the cusp of major reform.  Wellness strategies will be key drivers of this new system.  Changing the current system will take time, but employers can take advantage today of the known business benefits of moving towards a culture of health and wellness.  History can be rewritten in the current economic downturn if Houston companies recognize that in difficult economic times employee wellness isn’t a “nice to have” that can be eliminated but an essential element in a strategy of doing more with less.
There are many resources available to the Houston business community to help develop and promote wellness.  The largest organizational resource is the Houston Wellness Association (http://www.houstonwellness.org).  The HWA was established as an outgrowth of the Mayor Bill White’s Wellness Council in December 2006 with the aim to maximize the strengths of the Houston economy and its entrepreneurial character to create a private sector wellness initiative that will help our city's healthcare crisis by providing preventative goods and services to all sectors of our community.
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