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Summary 
7 Steps to a Healthy Workplace 

 
Research shows that a safe, healthy, and supportive workplace helps businesses: maintain their 
competitive edge; recruit and retain employees best suited for the job; keep absenteeism rates 
down; encourage employees to be fully productive; reduce the number of injury and illness 
claims; and foster creativity; quality and customer service.  Therefore, a healthy workplace really 
is a great investment!1 
 
Promoting health in the workplace does not have to be a complex and expensive undertaking.  
This guide outlines a seven-step do-it-yourself process for planning, implementing, and 
evaluating your workplace wellness program.  It includes worksheets, progress checklists, and 
how your Public Health Unit can assist you. 
 

 

Obtain Organizational Commitment 
In this step you will obtain organization commitment for your workplace wellness 
committee through meetings, presentations and proposal writing. 

 

Create a Wellness Committee 
This step focuses on the creation of a Wellness Committee and involves 
recruiting members, designating a Chair, creating a Terms of Reference, and 
recording and sharing information. 

 

Set your Direction 
In this step you will set your overall direction by identifying your strengths and 
challenges and creating a vision for your workplace wellness activities. 

 

Awareness Campaign 
In this step you will promote the concept of workplace wellness, the wellness 
committee and vision.  Your activities will build trust and motivate employees to 
participate.  A framework for an awareness campaign is also included. 

 

Gather Information  
This step will help you chose the right method of gathering information about 
your workplace environment and the employees needs, interests, and concerns.  
It will also guide you through promoting the survey to staff for a good response 
rate. 

 

 
Action Plan 
Based on the workplace information collected, you will create an action plan.  
This step will help you set goals, activities and timelines to address workplace 
wellness issues. 
 

 

Evaluation 
The final step encourages you to reflect on what you have been able to 
accomplish and where to go next. 
 

                                                 
1  Adapted from the A Healthy Workplace is A Great Investment Brochure produced by the Health Services 
Department of the Regional Municipality of York. 
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Overview 

 
“Healthy employees are good for business.” Nuturing Health, 1993 

 
 

 Why is workplace health so important? 
 

With over 15 million Canadians spending more than one-half of their waking 
hours at work, many companies are beginning to examine the health of their 
workplaces. Social environment, physical environment, lifestyle, 
communication and stress all impact our health and wellness.  

 
The social environment is created by the interaction of people and their 
relationships with one another. It has a strong impact on the mental and 
physical health of employees. This environment is strongly influenced by 
managerial decisions, policies and practices and the interpersonal 
relationships among employees. The social environment addresses basic 
human needs such as a sense of belonging, purpose and mission, sense of 
control, and freedom from harassment and discrimination (NQI, 1998).   

 
Physical environment at work and at home has a major influence on 
employee health and well-being (Health Canada, 1991). Organizational 
support and commitment to strategies that reduce injury/illness at home and 
at work are critical.  Aspects of physical environment include: noise level, 
ergonomics, toxic substances, air quality, workplace design, safe lifting, 
employee violence, work pace, physical demands, and safety guidelines. 

 
A workplace also needs to support health practices that encourage healthy 
lifestyle behaviors and coping skills.  Lifestyle issues include: smoking, 
healthy weight, healthy eating, physical activity, hygiene, stress management, 
shift work, alcohol and drug use. 

 
 Benefits of a healthy workplace: 

 
•  Reduced absenteeism; 
•  Reduced benefit costs; 
•  Higher employee morale and job satisfaction; 
•  Happier and healthier staff; 
•  Lowered insurance costs; 
•  Reduced staff turnover; 
•  Increased productivity; and 
•  Increased organizational effectiveness. 
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Key Elements of Successful Workplace Health Promotion  
Programs 
 
 
Wellness programs must recognize the complex nature of today’s workplaces.  
There are 12 key elements of successful workplace wellness programs that you 
will need to keep in mind as you work through this guide (Wasnick and 
Kalbfleisch, 1999 and Health Canada, 1991).  
 

 
1. Management Support and Participation is Required 

An organization’s wellness program and Wellness Committee needs 
visible support from business owners, senior, and middle management. 
There needs to be a willingness to commit time, energy, and resources to 
the wellness program. 
 

2. The Program Should be Voluntary  
Encourage, but don’t require employees or co-workers to participate in 
wellness activities.  
 

3. Continually Market the Program 
The wellness program must be continuously marketed to make sure 
employees are aware of the program, its benefits, and opportunities to 
participate. Marketing is an important part of “selling” the idea of wellness 
to employees and management.  
 

4. Ensure Involvement and Collaboration From all Levels 
It is important that the workplace “be on board” and buy into the wellness 
program. The program and the Wellness Committee need the involvement 
and support not just of senior management, but of employees, unions, and 
other key stakeholders in order to be successful. These groups all need to 
be working together toward the same goal. 
 

5. Requires a Long-Term Commitment  
Research tells us that it takes 5 to 10 years to see significant pay-offs from 
wellness programs. It is also important to remember that when it comes to 
making lifestyle changes, employees will all be at various stages of 
readiness.  Successful programs recognize that change is a process that 
takes time and that there needs to be a good match between the activity 
and the stage of readiness for change (See Appendix A p. 37 for more 
information). 
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6. Ensure Initiatives are Employee-Driven 

The chances of success increase the more employees become involved in 
the process. This will also help to ensure the buy-in and commitment of all 
employees.  
 

7. Customize the Program to Meet the Needs, Interests, and Concerns of 
Employees  
Different people have different needs. Diverse programs are needed to meet 
the needs of all employees within the organization. Be sensitive to age and 
body limitations, as well as cultural differences. It is important to assess 
needs and interests of employees before developing and implementing your 
activities. 
 

8. Programs Should be Open to All Employees 
Everyone within the organization can benefit from a wellness program.  It 
should be designed to meet the needs of all employees regardless of their 
current level of physical health and wellness.  
 

9. Adapt to the Special Features of the Workplace  
Each workplace has a unique environment and employee culture. 
Programs must recognize this and be customized to fit the workplace. 
Make programs as flexible as possible. 
 

10.  Strategies Need to be Comprehensive  
Research tells us that successful workplace wellness initiatives must 
complete three tasks in order to be successful. They need to create 
employee awareness, build employee skills, and create a supportive work 
environment.  
 

11. Provide Incentives and Recognition to Support Involvement  
It is important to recognize and reward those individuals that organize and 
participate in wellness initiatives. Incentives encourage participation and 
demonstrate to employees that participation is valued by the organization. 

 
12. Include Continuous Monitoring and Evaluation 

It is important for wellness programs to collect information in order to keep 
track of progress and to determine if their goals have been met.  
Evaluating the impact of the wellness program on the organization and 
employees is important. 
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Obtain Organizational Commitment 

 
 “A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.”  Confucius 

 
Strategies for This Step 
 

 Meet with key individuals of influence and decision-makers within the 
organization.  Find those people (managers, business owners, union 
representatives, employees, occupational health, health and safety staff, etc.) 
who will champion wellness in the workplace.  

 
 Conduct formal and informal presentations to management, unions, etc.  

Presentations should include information on the importance of developing 
wellness programs and your plan for promoting wellness within the organization. 

 
 Create a proposal for the wellness program (optional). Some businesses 

require a proposal or “business plan” before any resources can be directed 
towards a wellness initiative. You may wish to inquire if there is an 
organizational format for the creation of such a report. 

 
 Obtain Management Support.  The program must be supported with 

appropriate resources such as people, material and money.  This time and 
resource allowance will not only help boost program participation rates, but will 
illustrate management’s commitment to the program (Polanyi, Eakin, Frank, 
Shannon and Sullivan, 1998) 

 
 Create a letter of understanding.  Once all parties have agreed on the need 

and process for the wellness program, it is important to have them sign a 
formal letter of understanding. It may be signed by management, employee 
representatives, unions and other key stakeholders. Worksheet #1 provides 
an example of a Letter of Understanding that you may wish to use as a 
template. 
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WORKSHEET #1 

Letter of Understanding 

 
 
We, the undersigned, are committed to fostering workplace wellness at (Place 
Name of Your Organization Here) by: 
 

1. Acknowledging the importance of the formal establishment of a Wellness 
Committee and the need for ongoing support and resources for its 
activities. 

 
2. Actively participating in the assessment and identification of our 

workplace strengths and health issues. 
 

3. Offering environmental supports and skill building opportunities for staff 
to improve their individual health as well as the overall health of the work 
environment. 

 
4. Supporting the development, implementation, and ongoing evaluation of 

healthy workplace policies. 
 

5. Making a long-term commitment of both time and resources to creating 
and sustaining a healthy and supportive work environment. 

 
 
 Signature: Date: 
Management _______________ _______________
Union/Employee Groups _______________ _______________
 _______________ _______________
 _______________ _______________
Human Resources _______________ _______________
Coordinating Agency _______________ _______________
Community Partners _______________ _______________
Other _______________ _______________
 _______________ _______________
   
 
 

(Adapted with permission from Muskoka/Parry Sound Health Unit’s Letter of Commitment) 
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Step 1 at a glance 

 
 
 

 Is your organization prepared to establish a workplace wellness program? 
 

 Is your organization willing to learn about employee wellness 
needs/interests? 

 
 Is your organization prepared to respond to the wellness needs and 

interests of employees? 
 

 Is senior management committed to playing a visible, ongoing, and 
participatory role in the program? 

 
 Is the union/employee association supportive of the wellness program? 

 
 Has a letter of understanding been signed by all of the key parties? 

 
 
 

 

Opportunities for Public Health Unit Assistance 

 
As you work through this step, be sure to contact your Health Unit representative 
if you require assistance with the development of presentations to your 
organization’s key players.  Resources are also available that will assist with the 
creation of your proposal/business plan for your workplace wellness program 
should you require one.  
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Create a Wellness Committee 

 
“…in climbing the ladder of success,  leadership determines whether the 

ladder is leaning against the right wall.”  Stephen R. Covey 
 
 
Strategies for This Step 
 

 Establish the Wellness Committee. You may decide to form a new 
committee or work with an existing committee such as health and safety.  
Recruit members to the Wellness Committee by making presentations, 
putting up posters, using your e-mail system and talking to people 
individually.  Be sure your committee is a manageable size and that it is 
representative of the groups within your organization.  Participation in the 
committee should be voluntary and members should be committed and 
enthusiastic about wellness in the workplace. This committee will be the 
driving force behind your wellness initiatives.   

 
 Designate a Chair for the Committee.  It is the chair’s responsibility to 

ensure that all members of the committee are working well together.  Duties 
of the chair include: 

•  ensure that the committee creates and adheres to a Terms of 
Reference (see worksheet #2); 

•  draft and circulate the agenda for meetings with clearly identified 
objectives; 

•  ensure minutes are recorded at each meeting and distributed to 
management and committee members; (Worksheet #3 provides a 
template for recording minutes) 

•  ensure that everyone has an opportunity to speak and be heard at 
meetings; 

•  resolve conflict and misunderstandings that pertain to the wellness 
program. 

 
You may choose to hold a nomination process for Chair and this person will 
carry out this role for a specified period of time.  You may choose to have a 
rotating Chair role (e.g., Chair role rotates through the Committee 
membership alphabetically at each meeting).   

 
 Communication network.  You will need to set up a communication network 

so that all employees are kept informed about the activities and importance of 
the wellness program. The success of the wellness program will rely on 
effective communication between employees, senior management and the 


