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Workplace Wellness Programs Really Don’t Work
They aren’t saving money or making employees healthier, a new study ﬁnds.
By Rebecca Greenﬁeld
January 26, 2018, 6:00 AM EST

Workplace wellness programs have two main goals: improve employees’ health and lower their employers’ health-care costs. They’re not very
good at either, new research ﬁnds.
For the study, 3,300 employees of the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign were given a year of access to iThrive, a workplace wellness
program similar to what many companies oﬀer workers. A control group of 1,534 didn’t get access to it at all.
Those oﬀered the program were randomly split into six groups. All were oﬀered a biometric screening, a health assessment and various services
and classes, such as chronic disease management, tai chi and a ﬁtness challenge. But the six groups were paid diﬀerent incentives for
completing each step of the program—anywhere from $50 to $350.

The researchers wanted to answer three questions: Do wellness programs have any eﬀects on health outcomes, medical spending and other
measures including productivity? (The jury has been out on that <http://www.chicagotribune.com/lifestyles/health/sc-wellness-programshealth-0720-20160718-story.html> .) Can money spur more people to participate? (Many programs have trouble with enrollment
<http://news.gallup.com/businessjournal/168995/why-workplace-wellness-program-isn-working.aspx> .) And ﬁnally, who’s most likely to
participate? (If only healthy people do, the programs won’t achieve much.)
Their study found that wellness programs—even those with incentives—don’t change employees’ behavior much. The ﬁndings were published
as a working paper <https://www.nber.org/papers/w24229?utm_campaign=ntw&utm_medium=email&utm_source=ntw> at the National Bureau
of Economic Research.
Over the years, hundreds of studies have examined the eﬃcacy of wellness programs with mixed results; a study from the RAND Corp. found
<https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/research_briefs/RB9700/RB9744/RAND_RB9744.pdf> most programs don’t reduce companies’
health costs, while a 2010 review found <https://www.healthaﬀairs.org/doi/abs/10.1377/hlthaﬀ.2009.0626> they do.
Much of that research has calculated savings by looking at the diﬀerence in health-care spending between employees who opt in to such
programs and those who don’t. But the new study, as a randomized control trial, measured diﬀerences by randomly creating a control group
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with no access to the wellness program at all. With that method, the researchers found that medical spending disparities pre-existed the
wellness program.
“Our results are signiﬁcantly diﬀerent,” said Damon Jones, an associate professor at the University of Chicago’s Harris School of Public Policy
who conducted the study along with two UIUC researchers. “They rule out the kind of eﬀects you ﬁnd in nearly 80 percent of those prior
studies.”

First, money isn’t much of an incentive. Without any cash oﬀered, a little under half of employees completed the assessment and screening. A
$100 reward for completing the screening only boosted that rate to 59 percent. Doubling that reward didn’t make much diﬀerence, raising the
share of employees ﬁnishing the screening merely to 63 percent.
Not that it may have mattered much to their employer. Looking at health insurance claims throughout the year, the researchers found
participation in the wellness program didn’t result in better health outcomes or lower health-care costs. The medical spending habits of
the employees who didn’t have access to the program were “almost identical” to those of the workers who did, said Jones.
It turns out that those most likely to take advantage of their employer’s wellness oﬀerings are healthy people who don’t spend a lot on health
care, and employees with the highest health-care costs are the least likely to participate. Surveys the researchers oﬀered enrollees also found
that wellness had no impact on job satisfaction or productivity.
Despite questions as to whether wellness programs actually work, companies are still pouring money into them. The industry ballooned from a
$1 billion one in 2011 to $6.8 billion <https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-09-12/this-extreme-oﬃce-wellness-plan-wants-to-feedyou-three-meals-a-day> ﬁve years later, according to an IBIS World analysis, and last year, almost a quarter of employers boosted their
wellness oﬀerings, the Society of Human Resource Management found in its yearly beneﬁts survey <https://www.shrm.org/hr-today/trendsand-forecasting/research-and-surveys/Documents/2017%20Employee%20Beneﬁts%20Report.pdf> .
Some studies have found that wellness programs can take around three years to yield any beneﬁts; the researchers in the University of Illinois
analysis tracked savings for only a year, though they plan to keep tracking for four. “It is possible that eﬀects will emerge in the long run,” said
David Molitor, another researcher on the study.
But the ﬁrst year of results, he said, doesn’t suggest future savings. In fact, the control group had slightly lower health insurance claims than
those with access to the program.
Molitor’s team also tracked how often employees using the wellness program went to the gym and whether they participated in a local run, to
see if the program inspired healthier behaviors. They didn’t do either more often than the control group. “We don’t see anything trending
toward savings,” he said.
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