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Abstract

This whitepaper examines the potential of using mobile
and online technologies as part of a workplace wellness
program in order to achieve lasting changes in health-re-
lated behavior. Getting employees engaged in workplace
wellness plans has the potential to lead to significant
savings for employers. However, engaging employees in
wellness plans and helping them make lasting changes

to their health-related behaviors is a notoriously difficult
thing to achieve. Recent research has shown that simply
communicating unbiased information to employees, while
important, is not sufficient to create the kind of changes
in behavior that are needed. This white paper suggests
mobile and online technology can be used as a part of

a wellness program to help bridge this gap to lasting
behavior change. It can do this by making the process of
getting healthy simple, social and fun. Ultimately, mobile
and online technology can make it easy and enjoyable for
people to consistently make healthy choices. This leads
to increased engagement in wellness programs, which is
necessary in order to create meaningful and sustainable

change in behavior.



Overview

The value of workplace health and wellness programs
is becoming increasingly apparent to employers. The
epidemic-levels of obesity and related conditions
(diabetes, hypertension, stroke, etc.) are driving up
health care costs, while also resulting in substantial
losses due to increased absenteeism and low-produc-
tivity. According to Gallup-Healthways Well-Being Index,
it is estimated that full-time workers in the U.S. who
are overweight or obese, and have other chronic health

conditions, miss an estimated 450 million additional

days of work each year compared with healthy workers.

This results in an estimated cost of more than $153

billion annually. The U.S is not alone however as obesity

rates across the globe are reaching unprecedented levels?.

Yet, this lost revenue is preventable. Obesity and
related chronic diseases of lifestyle are caused in

large part by unhealthy behaviors: bad eating habits,
sedentary lifestyle, lack of exercise, etc®. Getting
employees to change these behaviors and replace them
with healthy ones could result in significant savings.
However, motivating long-lasting behavior changeis a

notoriously difficult thing to achieve?®.

Many traditional approaches to public health-based
initiatives and workplace wellness programs have
attempted to achieve this behavior change mainly
through the communication of health-related informa-
tion, for example: significant health risks to employees,
foods to avoid, or helpful exercise programs. The

idea here was that if employees understand this
information, then they should agree that it is in their
best interests to act on it, and behave accordingly. They
should simply start making healthier choices based

on the knowledge that such choices will benefit them:

longer life expectancy, less risk of disease and illness, more
energy, feel better and so on. On this approach, people

are assumed to be “rational actors” and are expected to
behave in ways that maximise personal benefits>.

However, recent research in the fields of Behavioral
Economics and Behavioral Psychology suggests that this
approach is flawed when it comes to predicting certain
complex human behaviorsé. Even when presented with
clear, unbiased information, people often fail to act on
this information when making health-related deci-
sions’. For example, billions of dollars are spent every
year on health-based initiatives, awareness campaigns,
and the distribution of health-oriented information, yet
obesity, heart-disease and diabetes remain on the rise®.
Similarly, most smokers are aware of the hazards associat-
ed with cigarette smoking, yet continue this behavior.

It is becoming clear, in terms of workplace wellness
programs, that simply communicating objective
information to employees is not enough: “Knowledge is
a necessary, but usually not sufficient factor in changing
individual or collective behavior™.
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Information alone
is not enough

In part, this is due to the fact that our health-habits are
to a large extent dictated by the environment in which
we live'®, We live in a culture that makes it extremely
easy and convenient for us to make unhealthy choices. It
has been proven that when overwhelmed with choice
and information - as is the case when it comes to what
people should eat - people often sacrifice thorough-
ness in favor of convenience!!. Rather than go through
the complicated process of weighing up the costs and
benefits of every health-related decision, people will
often go for the option that is most convenient.

In the USA and Western Europe this means we often
choose processed foods, salty snacks and sugary drinks.
These types of food and drink are cheap, easily acces-
sible and persistently advertised everywhere we look.
Such an environment makes it difficult to consistently
avoid unhealthy choices.

As well as environmental factors, there are psycho-
logical factors that influence our health behavior.

That is, unhealthy choices offer individuals a level of
instant-gratification: a feeling of immediate pleasure
gained from eating certain foods. This is the case even if
an individual would later come to regret this decision?2.
For example, someone may decide to eat a chocolate
bar just because they happen to walk past a vending
machine in their office and experience a strong urge for
instant gratification. Yet, often they will come to regret
this and had the vending machine not been there, they
would not have even considered walking to the shop to
make such a choice.

Furthermore, the vast majority of workplace environ-
ments are characterized by their passive and sedentary
nature. Less than 20% of jobs in America require a
minimum of moderately intense physical activity®3. The
infrastructure of daily life (better transport facilities,
lifts in all buildings, prevalence of desk-jobs) signifi-

Mobile and Online Technology: Bridging the Gap to Lasting Behavior Change.

cantly reduces the opportunity for people to engage in
physical activity unless they purposely set out to do so.

When taken together, these factors show that even when
people have the requisite knowledge, they do not always act
on this knowledge to make healthy choices. The ease and
convenience of unhealthy lifestyles can be a more powerful
influence on behavior than objective information.

However, there is reason to believe that use of mobile
and online technology as part of an overall wellness
program offers a way to respond to these behavioral
factors, and hence, increase the likelihood of a wellness
program successfully facilitating sustainable changes in
health-related behavior.

In brief, incorporating such technology into a wellness
program would allow employees to use their mobile
and/or online devices to enter or log-in their health
related behaviors each day. This would allow them to
track their progress over time and also compare their
achievements with their colleagues, thus creating a
virtual-community or “social-network” based around
health-promotion. Use of this technology would also
allow employees to receive targeted, personalised
feedback based on the health behavior data the log in.

Incorporating technology in this way has the potential
to make the process of getting healthy simple, fun and
rewarding, along with offering a network of support and
motivation. These factors can help create the kind of
sustainable behavior change that is required for a
successful wellness program.



How can mobile and online technology facilitate behavior
change leading to healthier lifestyles for employees?

1 Make it simple and easy to make
healthy choices.

Mobile and online technology can be used to deliver
simple, clear and actionable advice to employees that
can help ease the transition towards healthy behavior
change. This can help employees avoid becoming
overwhelmed with health-based information, or
complicated calorie counting regimes which often
result in failed attempts to change behavior.

Recent research by Behavioral Psychologist B.J. Fogg at
Stanford University suggests that people respond much
better when presented with simple, practical steps
rather than being overloaded with information that

focuses on the long-term results4.

His findings maintain that in order to create sustainable
behavior change it is necessary to approach the
transition in a step-by-step manner. He found that

often times those who develop worksite wellness
programs underestimate the steps that are necessary
to make this transition from years of deeply embedded
unhealthy habits towards a more healthy lifestyle.

In this way, many traditional programs ask people to
do things they simply cannot do. They are often based
around goals such as “Eat better”, “Be healthy”, or “Lose
weight”. The problem is that these goals are abstrac-

tions, not behaviors that can be changed®® and can seem
overwhelming when faced with the convenience of less-
healthy choices. Hence, the focus of wellness programs
needs to be shifted onto step-by-step solutions that,
when taken together, lead towards long lasting change.

Mobile and online technology can help provide these
step-by-step solutions by delivering clear and simple
messages that call for reasonable, actionable steps.

For example, it is much easier for someone to act on
amessage like “remember to walk for at least ten
minutes today!” or “don’t forget to eat your five pieces
of fruit and vegetables today!” than it is for someone to

act on the advice to “eat better” or “do more exercise”.

Incorporating mobile and online technology into a
wellness program helps users focus on the tangible,
achievable steps which will help them make the transi-
tion to a healthier lifestyle. In essence, delivering this
type of step-by-step program makes it easy for people
to do what they already want to do.

2 Give personalized, targeted feedback
to individual employees.

There is a growing body of evidence that suggests that
individuals are far more likely to act on health-related
advice if the message is tailored to suit their individual
needs and desires'¢. While it is true that addressing a
group of employees as a whole is certainly beneficial
for raising general awareness of the benefits of healthy
living, this type of conventional communication fails to
foster the type of engagement needed for long-term

changes in behavior.
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Mobile and online applications can be used here to
deliver such personalized programs and advice. This
can be done by incorporating actual data from indi-
vidual users, both from an initial biometric screening’
process as well as ongoing real-time feedback on eating

and exercise behaviors from user data-entry.

This information can then go into the development

of a personalized program that is tailored to suit the
needs of the individual. An individual is far more likely
to act on the information they receive if they know it
is specifically for them, rather than a one-size-fits-all
approach.’® In a poll conducted by the Consumer Health
Information Corporation 79.9% of respondents said
they would be more likely to use an application that

provided personalized feedback.”

Furthermore, the Health Belief Model of health-behavior
states that people’s beliefs about their own health
status influence their willingness to take preventive
action. Thus individuals will react differently to

certain messages or advice based on how they view
their health-status?°. A wellness provider should take
account of this information when designing a program
for each individual.

Until recently, this type of personalized program was
mainly conducted through face-to-face interaction with
health experts. Such programs were often expensive and
time-consuming. However, since the development of
mobile and online technology has become so common,
such face-to-face interaction is no longer the only way
to create these programs. High-quality, evidence-based
personalized programs can also be developed and
delivered through this technology and can help to
increase employee engagement in wellness programs.
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3 Make healthy choices fun and

rewarding by providing positive
reinforcement.

Mobile and online technology can offer a way to make

the process of getting healthy a positive and rewarding

experience, which makes it more likely that employees

will remain committed to the program long enough to

create behavior change.

There is much scientific evidence to suggest that
people adapt and behave in ways that reward and
reinforce positive emotions and thoughts?. That is,
people respond better to positive-oriented messages
and are more likely to continue a certain behavior if
it is associated with a positive feeling, rather than a
negative one. Mobile and online health applications
provide an avenue through which employees can be

instantaneously “rewarded” for their healthy behaviors.

For example, when employees log-in some particular
healthy behavior (e.g. eating some fruit or taking a
walk) they receive feedback that acknowledges this
behavior in a positive way. Additionally, the use of a
points-system - whereby points are awarded on the
basis of performing healthy tasks - creates a sense

of reward and achievement for performing health
behaviors. “Points” can be collected and compared with
colleagues, and more traditional incentives (financial or
otherwise) can be offered to those who perform well.

This positive reinforcement acts as a counterbalance
to short-term pleasure received from engaging in
unhealthy behaviors (eating chocolate, drinking
sugary drinks etc.). It also helps employees focus on
the creation of new healthy behaviors, as opposed to
concentrating on trying to stop the old ones. Positive
reinforcement helps to make the process of getting
healthy fun and rewarding, which increases

engagement in wellness programs.



4 Create a virtual-community of
social support and motivation
among employees

Integrating mobile and online technologies into a work-
site wellness program also has the benefit of creating

a virtual-community of peers that can offer real-time
motivation and support. There is significant research
that suggests that social relationships can have
powerful effects on health behaviors??23, In a recent
survey by Virgin Health Miles 56% of employees agree
that peers provide motivation and helpful support with
health improvement efforts. In addition, 55% agree that
sharing information about progress with peers helps
them remain accountable for their success.

Using mobile and online technologies as part of a
wellness program allows users to share their experi-
ences with one another. This is particularly true when
considering the significant growth of smart phone
technology, which allows users to benefit from this
virtual community at any time of the day or night 24
This kind of real-time support (as opposed to weekly
meetings, for example) is of huge benefit to those trying

to take the steps towards a healthier lifestyle.?

For example, when employees log the healthy things
they did each day, an update could be sent out to
others in their group. This kind of social interaction
can help motivate others to complete their tasks and
also provide support and feedback to those who did.
Employees can use this virtual-community to ask for

help, give advice, and motivate competition, all from the
convenience of a mobile or online device.

Based on Social Cognition Theory and Social Marketing
Practice, the concept proposed is that using mobile
technology as part of a wellness program creates

an open and transparent community that is focused
on promoting healthy values and creating a healthy

workplace culture.

Conclusion

In conclusion, mobile and online technologies can be used,
as part of an overall workplace wellness programin order

to achieve lasting behavior change among employees.

Creating this kind of behavior change is necessary

for employers if they wish to reduce the overall costs
associated with obesity and related conditions, as well
as positively impact the lives of individual employees.
The opportunity to make these savings has increased
since the introduction of the Affordable Care Act which
has significantly changed the landscape of health care
inthe U.S.

Research suggests that simply communicating
objective information about health-risks is not
enough. A successful workplace wellness program
must take account of the complex and dynamic factors
that influence how people behave when it comes to
health-related decisions.

Incorporating mobile and online technology into a
wellness program offers a way to do this by making the
process of getting healthy easy, personal and rewarding,
while also creating a social-network among employees
that can offer the necessary support and motivation.
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GetHealth is a mobile and online platform which
aims to increase employee engagement in workplace
wellness programs. The application allows users to
check-in to their daily health tasks under the Move,
Munch and Mind categories and earn points for
achieving personalised health-goals, while competing
against friends and colleagues. By making the task

of getting healthy simple, social and fun, GetHealth
facilitates the creation of lasting behavior change in
users which results in healthier employees and a more
productive workplace culture.

If you have any questions please contact us at:
hello@gethealthapp.com
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