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Helping employees lose weight adds up
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    Art Fry is a model employee.

    Not because he works hard as a mechanical engineer. He does that.  

    Or because he's spent many a day at Storage Technology Corp. in Louisville. Twenty-two years.  

    Fry, 58, is a model employee because he dropped 50 pounds from his 5-foot, 10-inch frame in the last year. He's now a healthy 170 pounds.  

    That kind of weight-loss discipline can save companies billions of dollars.  

    "If you keep physically fit, it helps you mentally," Fry said. "I think if you remain healthy, you are more productive in everything you do - not just work."  

    Nearly a third of U.S. adults, or 59 million people, are considered obese. Colorado is the leanest state, but residents are gaining weight at the same rapid rate as the rest of the country.  

    Obesity is costing the nation $123 billion, up from $99 billion in 1995, according to the National Institutes of Health. Costs include doctor visits and medicine associated with diabetes, high blood pressure and other conditions resulting from obesity, as well as lost work days and lower productivity.  

    Employers, already burdened with sky-high health care insurance premiums, are starting to take a hard look at the economics of employee obesity.

    Their costs exceed $12 billion a year, according to the Washington

 Business Group on Health, based in Washington, D.C.  

    Fry decided he wanted to lose weight. StorageTek helped.  

    "I knew I was overweight; my blood pressure was high," he said.

 "I'm 58 years old, and a few doctors visits convinced me I needed to do something."  

    In mid-2002, he started with the Atkins diet program, eating mostly meat and vegetables. He exercised more at the company's gym.  

    Around the same time, StorageTek launched a group fitness challenge. For every minute of sweat and adrenaline, employees won a point for their department.

    Fry's group won bragging rights.  

    His personal reward was less stomach and more energy.

    Fry has kept the weight off, steering clear of sweets and starches. He snacks on nuts instead of chips. He also swims, lifts weights and uses the stair-climber four or five days a week at work.  

    StorageTek, which employs 7,000 people worldwide and 2,000 in Louisville, has long provided exercise rooms for its workers, along with soccer fields, yoga, aerobics and strengthening classes. There's a doctor on site and access to one-on-one nutritional counseling.  

    Employees' spouses can use the facilities. Day care for kids includes play time on the basketball court and in the pool.  

    Most of this has been in place for 10 years. Fighting obesity is a new priority.  

    "Because it's an epidemic, it's not an easy fix. Nobody wants to be obese," said Jane Wilkinson, manager of StorageTek's wellness program. "You have to identify their motivation and how they got there."  

    StorageTek launched an obesity outreach program this spring. In the company's weekly e-newsletter, employees were asked to reply if they wanted more information about health, weight loss and exercise.  

    Those who did then answered a questionnaire. Based on their answers, a nutritionist divided the people into four groups. And they were sent helpful tips tailored to their goals. 

    "One week, the goal might be to park farther away and add a vegetable to your diet," Wilkinson said.  

    "We focus on what you can add versus what you want to subtract."  

    Jaye Alynn, 39, has turned down job offers elsewhere and stayed at StorageTek for six years partly because of StorageTek's facility and programs.  

    After having ankle surgery, she stopped exercising and gained weight. So when she started at StorageTek, she resolved to get active again. Now she works with a trainer four days a week in the Wellness Center. Alynn, who's 5-foot-4, lost 11 pounds. She lowered her body fat 10 percent.  

    "Having this center here plays a big part in my success," she said. "Because it's available. It's free."

    Employers large and small don't need expensive fitness facilities and programs to help their workers. Little things can make a big difference. Serve apples at meetings as an alternative to doughnuts. Encourage workers to take the stairs instead of the elevator.  

    Still, most employers do nothing at all, said Dr. James Hill, an obesity expert and professor at the University of Colorado Health Sciences Center. 

    Last year, Hill started Colorado on the Move, a program to help people lose and keep from gaining weight by adding 2,000 steps a day to their activity level.  

    Hill's program went national this year as America on the Move. More than 200 employers, 100 schools, 60 walking groups and 10,000 individuals have enrolled.  

    "We also encourage people to eat 100 calories less," he said. "Diets don't work. People have been trying to make big changes. This is a whole different strategy."  

    Even people of healthy weight will put on a pound or two a year as they head into middle age if they don't move a little more and eat a little less.  

    "An extra two pounds a year - that's the environment," he said. "We have food everywhere we go. We serve large portions. We use cars and elevators and escalators." 

    “Overweight” and “obesity” are typically defined by body mass index, or BMI, an equation based on a person's weight and height. Two-thirds of the population fits into one of the two categories. To calculate your BMI, multiply weight in pounds by 703. Then multiply your height in inches times itself. Divide the first number by the second number. A score of 25-29 indicates overweight, with obesity at 30 and above.  

    Obesity often leads to diabetes and high blood pressure. It's been linked to heart disease, some cancers and even infertility in women.  

    For others, emotional reasons lead to overeating and obesity. Other causes may be disability, depression, genes or lack of will.

      "In fact, genes play a big role in what your body weight is," Hill said. But he said genes don't sentence a person to a lifetime of obesity.  

    Hill said programs such as America on the Move mean that employers of any size don't need to spend a lot of money to help their workers get healthy and lose weight.

    Denver Water is a case in point.  

    About 70 of the 1,000 employees last November signed up for a new

 weight-management program, which included the 2,000-steps program.  

    "In a year, we've lost 327 pounds," said Sandra Miller, 42, manager of health care for Denver Water.  

    "That includes me. I lost 20. I thought, 'I've got to do it,"' Miller said. "It's a lifestyle change."  

    Denver Water hired a program administrator. They get employees interested in the program, in part, by putting health information on the agency intranet and offering incentives.  

    For example, employees get a raffle ticket every time they check in with the administrator. Every month someone wins $25 worth of shopping online.  

    Giving people choices is the key to success in losing weight, Miller said. Denver Water posts calorie information for all the foods served in its cafeteria.  

    "We're starting to see more fruit at meetings," Miller said. "The fruit is gone before the bread stuff is gone. So people are getting the message."  

    Neither StorageTek nor Denver Water has calculated the economic benefit of helping employees lose weight. Coors Brewing Co., known nationally for a wellness program that includes cardiac evaluations, Body for Life program, walking and other weight-loss programs, won't share statistics on its success rate or return on investment.  

    Several case studies have shown direct cost savings. At DaimlerChrysler, the company's weight- loss initiative resulted in savings of $1.2 million, or $5 to $16 per participant each month, depending on their risk factors, according to the Washington Business Group on Health.  

    Connecticut-based Northeast Utilities saved about $1.1 million. The return on investment was calculated at $1.60 for every $1 spent.  

    Employers have other financial incentives. Some insurance carriers are paying employees' weight- loss programs when tied to a diagnosis of diabetes or other serious health condition.  

    Insurers also encourage the employers they cover to offer some sort of weight-loss or wellness program.  

    There's no medical claim for ``obesity,'' but last year the IRS recognized obesity as a disease, allowing taxpayers to take a medical deduction on weight-loss expenses.
