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These days most global employers are hard pressed to find any silver lining around the 

dark economic clouds hanging over much of the world.  Yet one benefit that may emerge 

from all the rescue and restructuring operations being considered and implemented is a 

reemphasis on a long-term perspective.  

This reemphasis could be good news for corporate-sponsored wellness programs. Why? 

Employers willing to invest in the health and productivity of their workers are among those 

most likely to see measurable and lasting benefits to their bottom line. They are also likely 

to emerge from the economic downturn with greater global competitiveness and a more 

motivated, loyal workforce. 

Four articles in this edition of Global View assess the challenges and choices confronting 

wellness programs in four different environments: the United States, Hong Kong, The 

Netherlands and the United Kingdom.  In part, these assessments draw on employer 

research from Buck Consultant’s WORKING WELL: A Global Survey of Health Promotion and 

Workplace Wellness Strategies published in October 2008. (If your organization would like 

to participate in Buck’s upcoming third annual global wellness survey, please visit  

www.bucksurveys.com/wellness or contact hrsurveys@buckconsultants.com.)

A fifth article in this edition describes significant changes to South Africa’s retirement 

savings and health care systems that could arise from recent government proposals. 
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The findings of Buck’s recently published Global Wellness 

Survey certainly indicate that many employers recognize 

that a wellness strategy can support their key objectives 

such as employee productivity and engagement. In fact, 

as the survey findings in Chart One illustrate, improving 

productivity and engagement are among the top three 

objectives for employers in the UK and in Europe as well. 

Chart One: Employee Productivity and Engagement — 

Two Top Wellness Strategy Objectives

UK Europe U.S. Canada Africa

Reducing employee 
absences

1 2 3 2 1

Improving 
productivity/
presenteeism

2 3 2 1 2

Improving workforce 
morale/engagement

2 1 4 4 4

Attracting and retaining 
employees

4 4 5 4 3

Furthering 
organisational values/
mission

6 5 6 7 5

Improving workplace 
safety

7 6 7 6 6

Promoting corporate 
image or brand

8 7 8 8 7

Reducing healthcare 
costs

5 8 1 3 9

Fulfilling social/
community 
responsibility

9 9 9 9 9

Complying with 
legislation

10 10 10 10 10

Supplementing 
government-provided 
healthcare

11 11 11 11 11

Wellness programmes have been around for a while — 

although not always named thus. Some may consider 

these programmes “fluffy,” all about spending money 

unnecessarily and adding to business costs without any 

return — or at least a measurable return. They don’t 

seem to believe the programmes are a particularly 

promising business strategy in these lean times. 

Others may acknowledge wellness programmes’ capacity 

to boost productivity, but still see no reason to consider 

them seriously in the current job market when most 

employees may opt to increase their productivity in 

any case if unemployment is a possible, even likely, 

alternative. In response to that thinking, we should ask: 

Is a fear factor really what we should be relying on to 

drive our businesses’ success? Is fear an appropriate 

driver to create innovation and best practice? 

”Workplace Wellness” in the UK:  
Defined and Debated

Does an employee’s health have a measurable impact 

on what he or she does in the workplace? Of course it 

does! Obviously, an attendance record is one measure 

but, although less obvious, so is an employee’s level of 

performance on any given workday. We all work better 

on some days than on other days – psychological factors 

as well as physical factors affect our daily performance. 

Matters as simple as “mood” or external worries, such 

as financial concerns, can contribute to less than optimal 

performance. 
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Most employers have little in place 

to help prevent this year’s well 

person becoming next year’s unwell 

claimant.

Source: Buck Consultants’ 2008 Global Wellness Survey
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The cost of employee absence is relatively easy 

to calculate. But how aware are we of the cost of 

“presenteeism” — defined as sub-optimal performance 

from a disengaged/unwell, but present, employee? 

Estimates suggest the cost is anything between x2 and 

x7 the cost of absence.1

As part of their efforts to reduce the incidence — and 

costs — of employee absence and the even larger 

costs of presenteeism, many organisations provide 

their employees with “health-related” elements of a 

remuneration package such as Life Assurance, Income 

Protection Insurance, Medical Insurance, and Employee 

Assistance Programmes. 

Although these are important and valued programmes, 

they address only circumstances in which significant ill 

health has befallen an employee. The vast majority of 

employees will not need or use these programmes (some 

of which give rise to a personal tax liability) in any given 

year. 

Most employers have little in place to help prevent this 

year’s well person becoming next year’s unwell claimant. 

It is this issue of prevention that we need to address. 

In the United Kingdom, Occupational Health (by which 

we mean some form of medical service supporting 

employees at their workplace) plays an important 

preventive role at some organizations but, too often, 

Occupational Health works in isolation of other benefits 

and initiatives — or has a narrow brief and limited 

resources. 

Is Change in the Air?

Two pieces of evidence suggest that it is.

1.	Buck’s Global Wellness Survey revealed some 

positive developments in the United Kingdom. There 

is a significant increase in the number of employers 

making investments in wellness activity. According 

to the survey, both large and small organisations, 

employing more than 600,000 workers, are in this 

category. 

	 Some employers’ initiatives are as simple as 

integrating the existing structures and vendors 

to achieve efficiencies, service improvements, 

and, potentially, realize cost savings. Others are 

undertaking a complete wellness audit and strategy 

development, often leading to new employer-

sponsored health promotion initiatives. 

2.	There is also growing evidence that a commitment 

to employee well-being — and the improved 

employee engagement that it’s likely to foster — 

requires a top-down investment of time and money 

if it is to succeed. (Don’t forget to measure your 

base line first so you can measure the improvement 

later.) 

	 If an employer expects its employees to be deeply 

committed to doing quality work, those employees 

need to feel that their senior managers truly 

care about and support their well-being. If senior 

managers perceive their staffs as automatons 

performing ill-defined functions by rote with no 

awareness of how their contributions drive business 

performance, those staffs will not be engaged and 

productive. So, senior managers must “walk the 

walk and talk the talk” about their true commitment 

to employee wellness. 

How Can Organisations Increase the ROI on 
Their Wellness Programmes? 

We suggest the following three steps:

®

… senior managers must “walk 

the walk and talk the talk” about 

their true commitment to employee 

wellness.
1	 Main, C; Glozier, N; Wright, I (2005). Validity of the HSE stress tool: an 

investigation within four organisations by the Corporate Health and 
Performance Group. Occupational Medicine 2005;55:208–214

(Continued on page 27)



It is advisable to confront this particular employee 

about repeated absences. Possibly the employee is 

pretending to be ill so often in order to stay away from 

the workplace for a totally unrelated reason. That 

unrelated reason could be a domestic issue or it could 

be work related such as a long-standing conflict with a 

manager. If it is determined that the absence is related 

to a manager/employee conflict and further analysis 

shows that other employees reporting to this particular 

manager are also repeatedly absent, the best policy may 

be to replace the manager. Buck has tools that can be 

used to document the frequency of absences within the 

team of a manager or within any other entity making it 

a useful decision-making instrument in such instances.  

Conclusion

In today’s economic climate, cost containment and 

reduction are pressing issues for every organization 

within The Netherlands and those organizations outside 

The Netherlands with which Dutch companies do 

business. It is critical that every Euro or dollar invested 

produces a measurable return. 

Employee absence due to sickness generates huge costs 

for organizations. However, the good news countering 

that reality is that a healthy workforce is more likely to 

be a loyal and productive workforce. When considered 

in that light, it can be profitable for organizations to 

develop a wellness/lifestyle program. The return on 

investment could very easily exceed the costs. 
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Wellness Programs in The Netherlands  

(Continued from page 17)

Wellness Programs “Coming of Age” in the  

United States (Continued from page 7)

Each employer should vary appropriate metrics based 

on its situation and resources. But, as this example 

illustrates, committing to — and attaining — goals 

over several years can be critical steps toward justifying 

continued investment in a wellness program.

Conclusion

Wellness programs are very prevalent among U.S. 

employers eager for solutions to health care cost 

escalation. Despite this prevalence, wellness initiatives 

are not yet considered broadly successful in the United 

States. Many programs lack fundamental features, such 

as:

A well-defined multi-year organizational wellness QQ

strategy

Realistic, meaningful goals that can be benchmarked QQ

and measured

A program design that effectively motivates and QQ

engages employees and their families through 

content, incentives, and communications

However, the underlying financial promise of workplace 

wellness is sound. With appropriate investment, focus, 

and leadership commitment, U.S. employers can achieve 

significant returns in employee health and productivity.
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One: Determine if existing programmes are QQ

properly integrated. It is not uncommon for health 

benefits and related initiatives to be developed and 

managed in an entirely uncoordinated way. 

	 Optimally, however, programmes such as insurance 

contracts, benefit provisions, and in-house 

services such as Occupational Health should be 

seen by employees as a seamless set of support 

mechanisms. That perception will decrease the cost 

of these programmes as their design is fine tuned 

and their efficiency is improved.

Two: Analyze the gaps.QQ  Next is a fact-gathering trip. 

What welfare programmes are currently in place and 

what is the purpose of each one? Is there evidence 

that they are achieving their purposes? For instance, 

can a decrease in absence figures be seen as clear 

evidence of some programmes’ success? 

	 Conversely, can an increase in absence figures 

indicate a need for improvement in such 

programmes? Is the health profile of the workforce 

getting better or worse? In either case, which 

programmes might be responsible? 

Three: Create an action plan.QQ  The gap analysis helps 

identify the programmes that may need attention. 

The action plan helps determine which programmes 

should be addressed first. 

	 Chart Two lists both wellness and engagement 

programmes likely to be found in a typical 

organisation in the United Kingdom. Each 

programme is positioned on the chart according 

to two criteria: first, the impact it could have on a 

business when implemented effectively and, second, 

its ease of implementation. 

	 Looking at each programme from these two 

perspectives, an employer can put each programme 

in one of four categories: Easy Wins, Quick Wins, 

Longer-term Initiatives, and Not Worth the 

Investment. Clearly, those programmes in the upper 

left quadrant (Quick Wins) should be addressed 

first. Some of the other programmes may be tackled 

at a later date. 

So How Do We Summarise the Situation in 
the UK?

The UK’s Chartered Institute of Personnel Management 

(CIPM) defines well-being at work simply as “creating 

an environment to promote a state of contentment 

which allows an employee to flourish and achieve his/

her full potential for the benefit of themselves and their 

organisation.”

UK employers are beginning to develop wellness 

and engagement programmes to foster such an 

environment. Recent research by PruHealth provided 

evidence of this when it revealed that the UK has an 

“overall health of the nation score” of 61 percent. This 

score is made up of several different measurements. 

For instance, the United Kingdom scores 51 percent 

for exercise and 57 percent for stress management. 

Interestingly, regional differences occur with Scotland 

scoring 75 percent for general health compared with 

Wales scoring 62 percent.

The fact is that wellness and engagement programmes 

in some UK organisations are very well developed. 

However, many other organisations in the UK have 

enormous opportunities to get better returns on 

their investment in these programmes. Specifically, 

organisations will find they achieve more when they 

invest in new tools and support mechanisms that help 

employees help themselves. 
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Easy Difficult

High

Low

Impact to
the business

Ease of implementation

Quick wins

Not worth investment

Longer-term initiatives

Easy wins

L&D Career management

Resilience training
Absence management

Remuneration

Health promotion
Wellbeing advisory board

Employee empowerment programmes

Customer improvement forums

Social clubs

Team-based competitions 
Health audit

Health risk assessment

Vendor management and review
Healthy cafeteria

Employee engagement events

Occupational health

Wellness governance

Total reward communication

Chart Two: Buck Consultants Engagement & Wellness 

Prioritisation Matrix 

How Can a Wellness Strategy Help an Ailing UK Economy? (Continued from page 25)
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