Collecting Data to…

 Drive Health Promotion Efforts

Before implementing an incentive program you should conduct a needs assessment to learn information about your employees’ health needs, interests, and preferred scheduling. The assessment will help you determine what the current health practices and needs of the employee population are.

A health assessment will provide a picture of the health practices of the population and indicate program priority need. By following the health assessment process, you increase the probability of your program being successful.

HRAs

Health risk appraisals (HRAs) are instruments or questionnaires that have been designed to help employees determine their health risks. HRAs assume the user is free from chronic illness such as heart disease or cancer.

HRAs also assist organizations in analyzing the health risk of the group. This analysis will provide a distribution of risk factors which can help identify health promotion areas of greatest potential gain for the organization.

HRAs are important for the following reasons:
1. They are relatively inexpensive and generally easy to use.

2. They can be used to educate people individually and encourage them to take greater responsibility for their health.

3. They help people make healthy lifestyle decisions and make appropriate use of medical services.

4. They provide a systematic approach to assessment of an organization’s overall health risks.

5. The information gained can be used to design appropriate intervention programs emphasizing modifiable risk factors.

There are a variety of HRAs on the market, so it is important to pick one that fits your budget, informational and evaluative needs, and management expectations.  An excellent resource to begin investigating which HRA is right for your organization is the SPM Handbook of Health Risk Appraisals.

Guidelines for administering a health risk appraisal:

1. Target small employee groups within a large workforce to increase voluntary participation in HRAs. Aim for departments, divisions, or plants.

2. Get management support (and medical staff if you have them) for the HRA process. A cover letter from senior management or medical director can help assure confidentiality of the results and give purpose to the process. 

3. Conduct group workshops to explain the reports, once they have been returned. During these workshops, give employees the opportunity to sign up for future health education classes.

4. Many companies use the HRA process as a “health report card” for the organization and individual employee.

Summarize the information collected from your HRA and use it to target the areas of highest risk. Use the summary data to design health promotion programs to address high-risk areas.

Other Forms of Needs Data

Medical Claims. How much is your business paying for employee medical care? Are there trends in the claims data? Are injuries increasing? If you’re self-insured, your benefits manager can analyze claims and tell you where the dollars are going. If you’re under a managed care plan, check with your provider.

Disability. What causes employees to become disabled? Are your claims related to injuries from heavy lifting, repetitive motion, or perhaps stress due to extensive travel? Disabled employees can be very expensive; the more you can learn about this area, the better.

Facility Assessment. This is an objective look at the health and safety of your building. It includes looking at work stations, ergonomics, eating facilities, temperature, lighting, security, hygiene, crowding, isolation, fire safety, slippery floors—any factors which affect the potential health of your workers.

Screening Data. This data, often collected at health fairs, is a great supplement to HRAs. Blood pressure, height/weight ratios, cholesterol levels, hearing, and other variables can be directly measured. Your employee populations should determine which tests are appropriate, since age and gender are factors in many health conditions. It may be too expensive to screen for everything—you may want to gather this information every two years.

Culture Audit. A culture audit, often a questionnaire, assesses the organizational culture and whether it promotes health. It looks at the unwritten rules and assumptions which pervade the company—the stuff that may not be in the policy and procedures manual, but which everyone goes by. For example, are employees who are coming down with colds (when they’re the most contagious) expected to come to work anyway? If you have a flex time policy, are those who take advantage of it penalized, or is use truly allowed?

It’s great that the CEO says that “Our number one concern is the health and well-being of our employees.” With a culture audit, you can find out whether the message has gotten across, by asking the employees if they feel the company’s concern.

Absenteeism. Your absenteeism rates are a good indicator of the health and morale of your employees. 

Employee Interest Data 
Once you’ve collected information that helps you identify the status and needs of your organization, it’s time to find out what the employees want. This is a matter of getting in touch, of asking questions and really listening to the responses. It can be done through focus groups, individual interviews, simple surveys, open-ended e-mail questions, or in meetings.

Insightful health promotion professionals will balance corporate needs and individual interests—not an easy task. But unless you keep employees interested, you won’t get the participation you need to make a difference. Your goal is a marriage of the best interests of the business and the employees.                    

Tips for Successful Data Collection and Analysis

· Commit to honesty in analyzing your data. The goal is not to judge or blame the company, but neither is it to cover up the facts. Let your report reflect your true findings.

· Remember that this is sensitive information. Be very careful not to say things like “We have a sick building.” That kind of statement invites hysteria, not improvement.

· Garbage in, garbage out. If you know that some of your data is poorly gathered, don’t use them.

· Protect individual’s privacy. In a small company, one person’s poor health can really stand out in the data. Do what it takes to preserve every employee’s privacy.

· Beware of data overload. Too much information creates confusion. Use only what is useful.

· Data collection is not health promotion—it is only one step to successful health promotion—you’re still building the foundation.

· Take a new perspective at your company. Do a walkthrough, noticing things you normally don’t. Do employees look comfortable at their stations? How is the lighting, air, temperature? What do you hear when you close your eyes? How do employees look when they walk in to work? At the end of the day?

· Listen with a new attitude. When your co-workers complain about their credit card bills or childcare costs or how exhausted they are, consider what the wellness team could do about those problems.

· Use multiple data sources. You’ll get a more accurate picture if you integrate the information from different places.

· Keep data confidential and share it only through established channels.

· Keep your database. You’ll want to compare it to future data.

· Be creative with the information you’ve gathered. Allow yourself to reflect on the data in creative ways.
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