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wellness inside/out shrink bottoms; enlarge bottom lines

By Tom Leland
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Corporate health and wellness 
programs are all the rage 
these days. So much so, it is not 
unreasonable to imagine that this 
trend could be a major factor 
in lowering obesity rates in the 
United States and perhaps even 
helping to slow or reverse rising 
chronic disease rates. 

The catalyst for this trend is money. Many 

employees participating in these programs do 

so for the financial incentives being offered. At 

one point Johnson and Johnson had 26 percent 

of its employees participating in its employee 

health and wellness program. After offering a 

$500 discount on medical insurance costs to 

employees who completed a health risk profile, 

the number participating in the corporate 

fitness program jumped to 93 percent.

Ultimately, the reasons for the trend do 

not matter. What matters is that employers 

have come to recognize the many benefits 

of a healthier workplace and found a way to 

incentivize people. 

Cleveland-based Oswald Companies, one of the 

nation’s largest independent, employee-owned 

insurance brokerage firms, was well ahead of 

the corporate health and wellness curve. They 

have already been through three phases of 

their own health and wellness initiatives. 

Initially, merely participating in the program 

was enough for Oswald employees to earn 

incentives—no goals had to be met. They 

received credit for having a health screening or 

a risk assessment, for example. If someone’s 

blood pressure was too high, they had to 

participate in a walking program or perhaps a 

weight-loss program. 

That program evolved to one in which 

employees could either participate in the 

program or simply meet particular criteria. 

In other words, if their blood pressure, 

triglyceride levels, weight levels, and 

cholesterol levels were all within certain levels, 

no matter how they achieved those levels, they 

received credit. 

Today the health and wellness program at 

Oswald — called “oswell” — is solely outcome-

based. If one meets certain health criteria, one 

receives discounts from his health insurance 

contributions, period. 

Christine Polisena, a senior consultant of 

health management services at Oswald, says 

that oswell has been a very successful and 

valuable program for the company. 

“We’ve reached the point where a culture of 

health is the culture of Oswald. People feel 

supported and inspired in their efforts to 

be healthy,” she says. “We have behavioral 

change programs, running and walking 

groups … and people stick with it because 

their colleagues are involved — it’s not 

uncommon to hear someone say, ‘How was 

your run last night?’ It works because it’s a 

culture of support.” 

But the culture of support goes even further. 

For instance, employees are not allowed to 

bring indulgent snacks into meetings because 

they could undermine the efforts of attendees 

trying to lose weight. 

Oswald also implements health and wellness 

programs for hundreds of clients. 

“They realize this is the right thing to do … 

they’re getting hit with increases in health 

insurance, and we show them that if they 

can control their health care costs, through 

employees living healthier lifestyles, they will 

pay less in healthcare costs, which directly 

relates to their bottom lines,” Polisena says.   

For more information: oswaldcompanies.com

Christine Polisena, Oswald Companies senior consultant 
of health management services, and Aaron Witwer, 

Oswald Companies wellness coach, take a break inside 
Vedas Fitness Center in downtown Cleveland. 
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