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Wellness  
in Action

Ways to engage and retain 
employees through well-being 
initiatives look different for 
every organization 

O ur workplaces don’t exist 
separately from us. The 
same themes we have in our 

personal lives are also apparent in 
our work lives. At home, many of us 
are trying to adopt better eating and 
exercise practices. Likewise, companies 
of all sorts and sizes are bringing the  
concept of active living and overall 
wellness directly into the workplace. 

National initiatives have helped a variety of organiza-
tions, kick-start campaigns that encourage employees 
to get in shape, physically and mentally. Companies, 
ranging from small tech firms to municipal levels of 
government, are learning that programs as simple as 
basic health education, flu clinics, and off-hours sport-
ing events not only get staff moving, but also improve 
overall well-being and workplace morale. 

Workplace wellness programs needn’t be overly  
complicated or expensive. As long as a company care-
fully examines the needs and interests of its staff to 
develop programs that will actually elicit participation,  
a simple workplace wellness program can reduce  
measureable factors, such as absenteeism and injury 
claims, while simultaneously boosting less tangible  
benefits, such as camaraderie and job satisfaction.  
Ultimately, a healthy and happy workforce is a  
productive one.

Take a look at three examples of great workplace  
wellness in action across Canada. 

Lotek Wireless Inc.
Lotek Wireless Inc. is a company with 
specific wellness concerns. Relatively 
small, Lotek specializes in fish-and-wild-
life monitoring systems and has designed 
the tracking systems to be assembled at a 
client’s site. The company’s headquarters 
in Newmarket, Ontario employs approxi-
mately 70 people, with additional facilities 
in Newfoundland, New Zealand, and the 
U.K. Because of the nature of the operation, 
Lotek’s staff is involved in many different 
kinds of work, from straight-ahead office 
jobs to hands-on assembly, which means 
employees can suffer from a wide range of 
work-related health problems.

The differences in the practical aspects of 
the jobs at Lotek raise specific concerns, but 
the similarities Lotek staff share have gen-
eral, company-wide importance and impact. 
While the Lotek team is diverse in gender 
and ethnicity, the majority of employees fall 
into an older-than-average demographic, 
with the average age falling at 45. Lotek’s 
human resources manager Kathy Boles says 
that this is the result of a high retention rate, 
with the typical employee staying with the 
company for more than ten years. While 
such a length of service is enviable, an older 
population translates to more age-related 
wellness issues. 

“Because people have been with the com-
pany for so long, our age is creeping up,” 
Boles says. “Over the last five years, when 
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makes you feel better about coming to 
work and achieving your goals as a team.”

Municipality of Northumberland County
Northumberland County encompasses 
the geographical area in Ontario that 
is east of Toronto, and west of Kings-
ton and includes the town of Cobourg, 
Ontario. The municipal staff is made up 
of approximately 480 employees respon-
sible for the area’s social services, tourism, 
public works, and a long-term care facility 
among other services. Like Lotek and 
VAA, the individual jobs that fall under 
the municipality are diverse, but on an 
even larger scale. 

Northumberland County’s wellness 
program began when a single department 
within the municipality needed relief. 
Approximately six years ago, adminis-
tration staff noted that workers in the 
municipality’s recycling plant were suf-

fering from repetitive motion strain and 
lower back and shoulder pains. A pilates 
instructor was brought in to hold regular 
sessions to help alleviate those affected. 
This program remained the only formal 
wellness initiative in the organization for 
several years, but the municipality’s man-
agers were inspired to build on its success 
and spread wellness programs to other 
departments. 

Two years ago, the municipality decided 
to take on the Employer of Choice pro-
gram, which included the implementation 
of a more widespread wellness plan. A 
committee, including one staff mem-
ber from each department as well as an 
occupational health nurse, was formed 
to come up with a formalized wellness 
strategy. Municipality employees can now 
take advantage of programs like lunchtime 
seminars on healthy eating and proper 
posture, after-hours beach volleyball 
games, a perks program for fitness gear or 

gym time, free apples, and other programs 
designed to promote active living. 

The municipality’s heath and safety 
emergency planning manager, Ken Stub-
bings, is the chair of the wellness commit-
tee. Stubbings says that the committee 
sent out a survey to determine what kind 
of programming would best suit the 
needs and interests of different groups of 
employees. Rather than dictate what the 
employees should be doing, the commit-
tee takes its cues from the staff’s sugges-
tions and feedback. 

“I don’t like to push it. As soon as you 
get pushy it comes across as negative,” 
Stubbings says. “But, for example, if the 
guys from the roads department come 
to me and want to form a ball team for a 
tournament, then I’d promote it because 
that’s a buy-in for that group. That’s what 
they’re interested in.”

While the municipality hasn’t made it a 
priority to target individual departments, 
if one segment of the employee popula-
tion begins to experience health-related 
problems, the committee tries to respond. 
For example, the staff at the long-term 
care facility began to experience issues 
with back pain, so the committee intro-
duced yoga classes for that group. There 
are also plans to expand the activities 
offered in the next year to attract a wider 
variety of participants, particularly men 
who are less likely than their female co-
workers to participate in yoga or pilates.

While Stubbings says that it’s difficult 
to measure the impact of the wellness pro-
gram, he does note that Workplace Safety 
and Insurance Board (WSIB) claims were 
down 20% in 2012 from 2011 and that 
absenteeism has also followed a downward 
trend. In 2013, the municipality plans 
to continue existing programs and may 
expand the initiative to include aspects 
that deal directly with mental health. 

“We took the approach of doing the 
easy stuff first,” Stubbings says. “I can see 
us in 2013 taking a bit more of a focus on 
that. The physical stuff is easier to grab 
hold of right away. The mental health 
stuff needs to be treaded on a bit more 
delicately.”

Even so, the morale-building that 
comes from playing beach volleyball or 

was kind of the point of making it differ-
ent every day, to reach out to everybody. 
Because not everybody is into doing 
lunges, but they may be into doing a math 
equation.”

Hill and Clark say that while there was a 
fairly high participation rate last year, with 
the VAA’s president participating every 
day, this year they will make a greater 
effort to communicate with the outdoor 
maintenance workers who are not able to 
quickly access the challenges that came 
over the company email. Overall, however, 
the feedback from the staff has been 
overwhelmingly positive. 

“One employee in particular told 
me that she felt better physically,” Hill 
says, “and that even her pants felt looser 
because of all the healthy food she was 
eating.” 

Clark says that the even though the 
month of challenges is over, the VAA 

administration intends to continue pro-
moting a culture of wellness and healthy 
living. In addition to the challenges, 
employees were invited to participate in a 
boot camp and there are plans to bring a 
fitness instructor back to the office several 
times throughout the year. Clark is also 
looking into developing a program where 
staff will receive discounted gym member-
ships or fitness equipment. She also wants 
to send out a quarterly newsletter of health 
and wellness information. She says these 
initiatives are important to keep the staff 
healthy also to create a more productive 
workplace. 

“It boosts the morale, it boosts every-
body’s day,” Clark says. “It shows that 
everybody cares about each other and cre-
ates a friendlier atmosphere at work.”

Hill agrees. “You feel a stronger commit-
ment to your job if you have a bit of a per-
sonal commitment as well and have some 
bonds at work,” she adds. “It certainly 

Wellness in Action

The Victoria Airport Authority intends to continue 
promoting a culture of wellness and healthy living.
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