The vast majority of Canadians work for companies with fewer than 100 employees. “Canada is a nation of small businesses,” says workplace culture consultant Graham Lowe. 

Can a small business support workplace wellness? Absolutely! In fact, in some ways it is easier to create a healthy workplace in a small company than in a large corporation.

Limited resources, especially in small companies, can prevent an employer from setting up a workplace wellness program. Reasons can include:

 lack of budget resources; 

lack of staff; 

lack of senior-level support; 

little knowledge of the wellness concept and; 

concern about making wellness available to all employees.

According to the Wellness Councils of America, some small business owners may have the wrong idea of what is involved in having a workplace wellness program. Some employers aren’t sure a program would really work and others feel that trying to change personal lifestyle behaviours is intruding and “none of their business”.  Perhaps they don’t understand that it doesn’t need to be costly and that they don’t need special staff. They may not realize that some staff would like to see some healthy changes and would help make things happen in their workplace.

It Can Be Done

Many small businesses have found ways to have a workplace wellness program that works for them. They keep the cost and effort to a minimum and still have results that are positive for everyone. In 2006, Graham Lowe wrote a report on the best places to work in Calgary. He said that healthy workplaces often have a “positive workplace culture”.  In a workplace with a positive culture, people feel appreciated, valued, and trusted.  

Dr. Lowe says it is easier for a small workplace to have a positive workplace culture than for a large workplace. Many employees prefer to work for a small business, he says, because it provides more opportunities to work closely with others and develop a sense of community. 

In his report, Dr. Lowe says the most successful companies with fewer than 100 employees have:

excellent employee benefits; 

policies that promote a balance between work and personal life; 

flexible schedules; 

competitive salaries; 

excellent leadership with an emphasis on teamwork; 

environmentally responsible company policies; 

procedures for seeking employee input; and 

a focus on placing employees’ personal well-being ahead of the personal gain of company leaders.

All or most of these elements are also components of a good workplace wellness program.

Tips and Ideas

There are many ways to include health and wellness in a small business. You don’t necessarily need a wellness professional or a fancy gym. What you do need is support from management and a committee of a few committed people. Here are some ideas that your workplace can consider.

Communications and Promotion

Send out a regular “wellness” newsletter in hard copy or online. Or send out a simple message such as the weekly Healthy U Hot Tip. 

Use promotions that are already designed such as Healthy Workplace Week.

Active Living and Healthy Eating

 Encourage staff to sign up for the Stairway to Health stair climbing competition. 

Get pedometers for employees and track their steps. 

Rent a nearby school or community gym and offer exercise classes. 

Hire a local fitness instructor to give classes or lead stretch breaks. Costs can be shared with employees. 

Install secure bike parking. 

Serve healthy alternatives at company meetings and lunches. 

Policy and Organizational Initiatives

Hire an ergonomics specialist to assess workstations. 

Develop policies to support work-life balance (for example, mandatory vacations, flextime, limits to work and e-mail on personal time). 

Provide a wellness subsidy for a variety of health and leadership activities and courses. 

Offer financial incentives to be healthy. 

Offer wellness incentives as rewards and recognition for a job well done. 

Conduct an organizational health audit (NQI Healthy Workplace Week). 

Become a partner with the community (for example, daycare, gyms, festivals, parks, restaurants). 

Spread the workload. Set up a wellness committee.

Small businesses may not have a lot of time, money, or human resources available for a workplace wellness program. But they often have a huge advantage over large companies—a positive workplace culture. That is a great foundation for a workplace wellness program. When employees are satisfied, enjoy their work environment, they are more productive, and tend to be healthier.  With a little creativity and passion, small businesses can develop successful workplace wellness programs. Get support from management, form a committee of two or more and discover the possibilities!

Strategies 

Choosing the method that’s right for you
Types of information gathering To assess the full range of employee health and wellness needs, questions should include issues related to the organizational culture, employee healthy lifestyle choices, and occupational health and safety.

Conduct a workplace health survey.  

Informal discussion (one on one or small group discussions) 

Suggestion Box 
Focus Group   

Determine or prioritize needs
Prioritize through brainstorming or common themes identified and share these findings with management and staff.  The next step is to develop a Plan for Action.  (Refer to step 4 of the Balanced Workplace Health program)

Create a report and share the document.  Take the time to put all of the information gathered into a report. Find ways to share the whole report or highlights with management and employees. At this point you may wish to conduct group feedback sessions with some employees to ensure the information collected accurately reflects employees’ interest and concerns. 

Develop a plan to continue to collect information. Plan on re-doing workplace assessments regularly and continue to collect and monitor information. Further assessments will allow the identification of any new or prevailing issues and will enable a comparison with previous results. 

Checklist 

Was the reason and importance of the survey communicated to employees? 

Did you consider the timing in terms of conflicts with other major events (e.g. holidays, labour negotiations)? 

Did you account for those “hard to reach groups” of employees (e.g. shift work, low literacy)? 

Did you have an accompanying letter of support from management, unions and other key stakeholders? 

Did you provide an incentive for employees who participated (e.g. prizes)? 

Did a sufficient number of employees respond to the survey (e.g. at least 50% of employees)? 

Is the survey representative of your organization? Have any employee groups been missed (e.g. department, age group, sex, job classification, language)? 

Did you create a report of the findings? 

Do you have a plan to collect this type of information at regular intervals over time? 

Nearly all of the workplace health research 

and writing out there is about large and mediumsized 

employers. When was the last time you heard 

or read about a small employer committed to employee 

health and wellness? Lacking is an inclusive 

approach to workplace wellness. To be inclusive, 

more attention and resources must be directed to 

small employers. 

Most businesses in Canada have fewer than 100 

employees. According to data from Industry Canada, 

48% of the country’s private-sector workforce is 

made up of companies with fewer than 100 employees. 

Companies with between five and 49 employees 

account for 36% of the private-sector workforce. 

In March 2006, federal and provincial/territorial 

labour ministers adopted a joint statement emphasizing 

the importance of healthy workplaces to Canadian 

society. The ministers pledged to promote safe and healthy 

workplaces through consultation, research and information 

sharing, and agreed to collaborate on joint projects. They also 

emphasized that a change in workplace culture is at the core 

of this agenda, and promised to encourage employers, workers 

and unions to look at innovative policies and practices to make 

these changes possible. 

Achieving the ministers’ goal will require workplace health 

resources that can be applied to all types and sizes of organizations, 

including small employers. Canada’s future economic 

prosperity depends on healthy small businesses that can grow 

and create high-quality jobs. 

Overcoming challenges 

Of course, targetting small businesses comes with its own set of 

challenges. Small employers are diverse—from neighbourhood 

restaurants and small-town gas stations to non-profit agencies 

and big-city law firms—so they are difficult to target for health 

promotion. 

Also most health promotion resources are geared 

toward large organizations with human resources departments 

or wellness committees—supports that small 

companies rarely have, if ever. For small employers things 

like fitness club memberships and employee-assistance 

programs can be expensive and impractical. 

The other challenge is that not much is known about the 

workplace health needs of small businesses. Some insights can 

be gleaned from the results of a pilot project jointly conducted 

by Health Canada and the B.C. Ministry of Health. The pilot 

project, Health Works Here, involved the dissemination of 

print and Internet-based health promotion resources to more 

than 300 small B.C. employers with 50 or fewer workers. The 

employers were asked to evaluate the usefulness of the resources, 

which included smoking-cessation tools and information on 

nutrition, pregnancy and stress management. They were also 

asked to describe some of their own workplace health initiatives 

and share their needs. Here’s what the study found: 

• There is a clear need and readiness on the part of small employers 

to act on health promotion information. 

• Most small business owners and managers believe that creating 

a healthy workplace makes good business sense. 

• Employer-initiated health promotion in these companies 

tends to be basic, such as providing employees with a 

refrigerator and lunch room. 

• Safety and work-life balance are considered important com- 

Inclusive wellness 

To achieve a national healthy workplace agenda, health promotion efforts 

and resources must be directed to employers of all sizes 

healthy thinking by Graham Lowe 

According to Industry Canada, 48% of the country’s privatesector 

workforce is made up of companies with fewer than 

100 employees. 
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ponents of a healthy workplace and there is interest in having 

resources on these topics. 

• Lack of time is the greatest barrier to taking action on workplace 

health, followed by a perceived lack of employee interest. 

• The usefulness of the resources provided through the pilot project 

varied considerably, highlighting the need for a wide range 

of workplace health tools for this market. 

While the study results are not representative of all small organizations, 

they offer a glimpse into the workplace health needs 

and practices of small employers in Canada. Clearly, they have a 

lot to gain from workplace health promotion. 

Small workplaces are also fertile ground for health promotion. 

Based on national surveys, employees in small workplaces 

have higher trust in management, report more open communication 

between management and staff, and have a greater say 

in workplace decisions—all preconditions for creating a healthy 

work environment. 

Policy-makers and workplace health providers should reach 

out to this underserved market. They could start by adapting existing 

wellness resources to small workplaces, communicating to 

these employers the benefits of low-cost initiatives, and building 

networks with organizations such as local chambers of commerce. 

When it comes to creating healthier workplaces, nobody 

should be left behind. W 

Small employer resources 

Health Canada 

Small Business Health Model and Guide to Developing and 

Implementing the Workplace Health System in Small Business. These 

resources outline seven basic steps for workplace health promotion. 

www.hc-sc.gc.ca 

National Quality Institute (NQI) 

Healthy Workplace for Small Organizations: 10-Point Criteria and Self- 

Evaluation Tool adapts the NQI approach to small workplaces. www. 

nqi.ca 

Wellness Council of America (WELCOA) 

The Art of Implementing a Great Workplace Wellness Program in a 

Small Business Setting provides a detailed 10-step approach tailored 

to U.S. organizations. www.welcoa.org 

Graham Lowe, PhD, is president of the 

Graham Lowe Group, a workplace consulting 

and research firm in Kelowna, B.C. Email him at 

glowe@grahamlowe.ca. 

Small workplaces are fertile 

ground for health promotion. 
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Peace of mind. 

At Human Solutions™ we know you need support services you can trust 

to always be there for you and your employees. 

That’s peace of mind. 

1.888.689.8604 www.humansolutions.ca 

EFAP .. Mental Health Promotion .. Selection & Succession 

Disability Management .. Psychological Fitness-To-Work Assessments 
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