
T
here is considerable debate about whether 
worksite wellness programs are effective 
in improving health and in reducing 
health benefit costs. Supporters argue 
that if employees are healthier they are 

less likely to develop chronic diseases that are linked 
to lifestyle choices. Skeptics counter that many 
worksite wellness approaches actually increase costs 
and don’t deliver on the promise of reducing health 
benefit cost trends. Both of these viewpoints can be 
correct, especially if the issue is effective execution of 
worksite wellness programs.

If worksite wellness programs are implemented 
merely as cost control measures laid on top of, or 
even integrated into, health benefits and are not a 
reflection of a core value of the organization, then 
they are likely to be less effective. When these same 
programs are wrapped within a culture of health 
they become a part of the fabric of the organization 
and engage employees more effectively.

What is a Culture of Health?
 “A culture of health is viewed as one in which 
individuals and social entities (e.g., households, 
organizations) are able to make healthy life choices 
within a larger social environment that values, 
provides, and promotes options that are capable 
of producing health and wellbeing for everyone 
regardless of background or environment. In short, 
the healthy choice becomes the valued and easy 
choice” (Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, 2014).

What would your organization look like if you had a culture  
of health?

•  Your organization would have policies, programs, and benefits that promote and support the 
health of your employees.

•  Employees would be proactive in making choices that lead to a  
healthy lifestyle.

•  Good health would be evident across all of your operating divisions, locations, and job positions.
•  You would have a present, able, and productive employee workforce all contributing to a 

“healthy bottom line”. 
• Your employee turnover rate would be low.
•  Your finances would be less burdened by excessive and unwarranted health care spending.

How Do Employers Create a Culture of Health?
If you accept that a culture of health is beneficial, the question is how do you create such a culture? 
Here are suggested steps:

1.  Get CEO and leadership commitment. The CEO and senior leaders are the face and voice for 
the organization and need to “talk the talk” about the importance of health to the organization, 
its employees, and it’s bottom line; they can provide the financial and human resources needed to 
implement policies and programs; and they need to “walk the walk” by being first in line at health 
fairs, actively participating in worksite challenges, eating healthy at business meetings.

2.  Select a road map to guide your efforts. Having an evidence-based road map that incorporates 
the key policies, programs and benefits that you need to support the health of your employees 
will help you address all of the key components and drive deeper toward a culture of health. The 
American Heart Association Fit Friendly Worksite, the CEO Cancer Gold Standard, and Healthier 
Tennessee’s Small Starts @ Work program are all free to use and provide clear direction through 
implementation checklists. 

3.  Select easy to implement and sustainable approaches. Many of the highly impactful options 
you have under these programs are easy to implement, such as a healthy meetings/event policy. 
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Others can be combined into one action, such as an employee newsletter 
that offers tips on healthy eating AND physical activity. Some are “one 
and done” such as mapping out a walking route. Each of the programs 
listed in #2 require annual renewal which helps you stay on track and spur 
innovation and expansion. 

Are Others Creating Cultures of Health?
The great news is that across Memphis and Shelby County many organiza-
tions are creating cultures of health. 

Supporting Employers
The Memphis Business Group on Health (MBGH), in support of Healthy 
Shelby and Healthier Tennessee, helps employers create and sustain these 
cultures of health across Memphis and Shelby County through their CEO 
Culture of Health initiative. Each of the three suggested steps are incorpo-
rated into the initiative and MBGH provides complimentary technical assis-
tance to get employers started by selecting a program and identifying which 
of the options are easiest for them to implement. 

According to Cristie Upshaw Travis, “60 area CEOs, with over 66,000 
employees, have already signed a commitment to create and sustain a culture 
of health and we are engaging new employers all the time. By working 
together across the community at the same time, it becomes easier for 
employers to adopt cultures of health because everyone else is doing it too!” 
To learn more go to www.memphisbusinessgroup.org/ceo-culture-of-health. 

Developing Leaders
Focusing on the fact that capturing leadership support is the first step, 
students in the Fogelman College of Business and Economics (FCBE) at 
the University of Memphis are experiencing an innovative introduction 
to the culture of health while they pursue their undergraduate studies in 
business. Dean Rajiv Grover lays out his vision this way, “If our students 
can better understand the importance of health and become more personally 
accountable, they will ultimately influence others to be more focused on the 
benefits of healthy lifestyles and will make our community healthier.” 

The Fogelman Fit program, which started in 2010, includes exercise programs 
between classes; encourages students to move more through frequent point 
of decision reminders such as “take the stairs” posters, hung by the elevators; 
and the Avron B. Fogelman Professional Development Center and Campbell 
Clinic co-sponsored “Walk for Health” and nutrition seminar. Personal 
fitness and health is a criterion for students who aspire to earn their Complete 
Professional Program certification. 

Under the direction of Dr. Charles Pierce, Management Department 
Chair, Managing Employee Wellness was added to the Human Resources 
Management curriculum in fall 2012. Pierce indicates, “This course is 
important to our curriculum as our students will soon be HR managers and 
need to understand the legal, programmatic, and financial implications of 
wellness programs in today’s organizations. We are also seeing a career focus 
for our students in this area of Human Resource Management and want to 
expose them to this growing area of our discipline.”

Dr. Kathy Tuberville developed the course and partners with industry profes-
sionals across the area to bring the practitioner perspective to the students as 
well as the academic aspect of developing and managing employee wellness 
programs. “We start the course with a health assessment, as employees would 
do in an actual organization, which is an “eye-opener” for most students.” 
Each week, there is a focus on individual accountability in addition to a 
broad spectrum of course topics including the legal, financial, and program 
development aspects of the course. The final project is a wellness fair that 
the students develop with external vendors and present to students in 
the FCBE. “Our students are learning first-hand how to change personal 

health habits while learning the importance of leading their employees of 
the future to engage in a culture of health.” Managing Employee Wellness has 
been successful in its first four semesters with strong student evaluations and 
industry participation. 

Redesigning the Community Environment
The Common Table Health Alliance (CTHA) knows that businesses imple-
menting a culture of health need to have suppliers that also “get it” and can 
meet their needs for healthy products and services. The CTHA Preferred 
Choice program recruits food service providers, such as caterers and cafeterias, 
to offer smarter and lower calorie options. The use of menu labeling and 
smaller portion sizes creates transparency and gives employers the infor-
mation they need to order food for their organization’s meetings and events. 
Renee Frazier, CEO of CTHA, puts it this way, “Using the Preferred Choice 
Program, employers are designing food supplier contracts with a focus on 
health. Making sure all catered events meet the Preferred Choice standards of 
500-calorie or less entrées, 100-calorie or less snacks, and menu labeling of 
all catered food.” CTHA recognizes that suppliers need a successful business 
model in order to invest in providing healthy options. As employers create a 
culture of health they are helping to create that much needed demand which 
in turn creates more businesses that support health. 

The initial list of Preferred Choice caterers and cafeterias will be announced 
in May so check it out at www.commontablehealth.org.

The Preferred Choice program is an example of redesigning the commu-
nity’s infrastructure and environment to support and even grow a culture 
of health. Other examples of Memphis-area activities include the City of 
Memphis’ Complete Streets program and their focus on increasing bike lanes; 
the Mid-South Regional Greenprint which supports community health and 
wellness through their planned use of green spaces across the area; and the 
Urban Land Institute-Memphis’ focus on creating walkable and healthy neigh-
borhoods and business corridors. CTHA works across the area to connect 
these organizations and their work to increase community-wide effectiveness.

Call to Action
Can you see now why having a culture of health, supported by a culture 
of health in your community, lays a foundation for more effective worksite 
health and wellness programs? Create and sustain this culture and worksite 
wellness programs support that culture and are not just laid on top of your 
cost control efforts. 
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