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Healthy business translates to bottom line 

By Carol Cole-Frowe 

There have been changes under foot and atop bicycles at SYSCO Food Services. 

Employees are running and biking and walking and -- in general -- working on taking care of themselves. They 
were again named one of Norman's Certified Healthy Businesses in 2007, achieving a Certificate of Excel-
lence. 

In fact, this year, five employees at SYSCO are training for this year's Hotter N' Hell Hundred bicycle race, 
planned for Aug. 23 in Wichita Falls, Texas. 

"I think that's really great and that really speaks about the changes that we've made," said Sally Cavins, 
SYSCO human relations generalist. "For five employees to want to ride 100 miles -- in Texas -- in August." 

The Oklahoma Certified Healthy Business Program recognizes Oklahoma businesses that provide health and 
wellness opportunities and are working to improve the health status of Oklahoma, which has been near the 
lowest in health indicators nationally. Locally, the Cleveland County Healthy Community Coalition works on 
improving health in this area. 

Heart disease accounts for almost $130 million a year in medical costs in Cleveland County, with the majority 
of chronic disease killers such as heart disease being an extension of what people do in their daily lives and 
modifiable behaviors. 

In 2007, there were 17 Norman companies or agencies that achieved the Healthy Business designation, up 
from 11 in 2006. And that can mean dollars back on the bottom line, not to mention better morale throughout 
the work force. 

Norman businesses that achieved Certificate of Excellence include Norman Regional Health System, SYSCO 
Food Services of Oklahoma, Lifecare Oklahoma Home Health, Hospice, Personal Services, Cleveland County 
Health Department (Moore) and Cleveland County Health Department (Norman). 

Certificates of Merit were earned by Johnson Controls, Inc., Hitachi Computer Products (America), Murrell, 
Hall McIntosh and Co., Risk Metrics Group, Immuno-Mycologies, Creative Rehab, Center for Children and 
Families and Moore Norman Technology Center. 

Others receiving certificates were Cleveland County Family YMCA, Oklahoma Electric Cooperative, City of 
Norman and The Next Step Network. 

"The healthy communities initiative is really important," said Mayor Cindy Rosenthal. "We all bear the cost of 
the lifestyles that are less than ideal in terms of both weight and smoking cessation and issues like that. ... It's 
in everybody's best interest to encourage participation. And it can also be good fun." 

There are four goals healthy businesses strive toward improving: hypertension, obesity/overweight, smoking 
and lack of physical exercise. 



Businesses can spend as much as they want -- or as little -- to get started in the program. 

"We are always available to talk with businesses and see what they currently have in place and see how they 
can expand it," said Amber Browning, Norman Regional Health System manager of health promotion and 
community and chair of the Healthy Community Coalition. "And have the policies that they have to back up 
those programs." 

Evidence is mounting that having healthier employees can translate to a happier work environment, less absen-
teeism and less turnover. 

There's plenty of motivation for business leaders to help their employees become healthier. The numbers are 
compelling. 

Oklahoma State Health Department statistics show 62.9 percent of the state's population are overweight. 

According to a study published in Health Affairs magazine, people who are overweight increased insurance 
outlays by an average of $1,200 per person per year, compared to people with healthy weights. 

Estimated lost productivity equals more than $1,500 per year, for a total of $2,700 per year for overweight in-
dividuals. 

Employees at SYSCO have lost 1,500 pounds in about a year and a half in the company's two Weight Watch-
ers at Work programs in Norman and Tulsa. Six employees have made their goal weights and achieved Weight 
Watchers lifetime status. 

The business was first named a Certified Healthy Business by the Cleveland County Healthy Business Coali-
tion in 2006, receiving a Certificate of Excellence. That's as good as it gets. 

SYSCO pays 25 percent of the Weight Watchers meeting cost for an employee's first visit, and 50 percent for 
returning visits to the meetings. 

Chris Davis, SYSCO president, lost weight himself and had a poster similar to the Biggest Loser posters put 
together to promote weight loss internally at the company. Davis has trained and run marathons to support one 
employee and walked in a 3K walk to cheer another on. 

"He's probably the biggest cheerleader of anyone's goal," Cavins said. "He sets himself out there." 

Supporting smoking cessation is another big part of the program. 

Cavins was enthused to hear about Oklahoma State University going tobacco-free on its campus. 

"To me, that sent a really strong message," she said. "If they can tell their students, if they can tell their faculty, 
if they can tell their alumni --?that tells business owners maybe you need to rethink that." 

Businesses must be completely tobacco-free to achieve the Certificate of Excellence. 

It's estimated there are about 684,063 adult smokers in Oklahoma or 26 percent, with smoking costing an esti-
mated $3,734 per smoker per year. That's broken down into $1,791 in direct medical expenditures and $1,943 
in lost productivity, adjusted for inflation by the U.S. Department of Labor from numbers compiled from 1998 
to 2002. 



Factored in are greater healthcare costs, work time spent on smoking breaks, higher life insurance premium 
costs, greater risk of occupational injuries, higher disability costs and more disciplinary actions. 

"If they smoke inside and their kids are sick, they have to stay home with their kid," Browning said. "That's 
why there are so many laws now about secondhand smoke. ... Or they may have to stay at home because of 
chronic bronchitis." 

Some of the businesses that participate spent significant amounts of money and some spend almost none at all. 

Sheri Kinney, administrator at the Cleveland County Health Department, said groups of employees walk at 
lunch time. Because it's a state agency, any walking or health programs have to be done at lunch or on breaks. 
The CCHD also received a Certificate of Excellence. 

Among some of the things they do at the CCHD to be a healthy business include providing pedometers, well-
ness screenings and flu shots to employees. Smoking cessation programs are offered and there's a breast feed-
ing space designed by employees for the about five nursing mothers. They have Automatic External Defibber-
lators on site. 

She said going tobacco-free made a big difference as far as productivity. And they've had several employees 
who've lost lots of weight. 

"If you met your health goals, there are financial incentives," Kinney said, through the state. 

It's only logical that the CCHD is a Certified Health Business, she said. 

"Well, yeah --?we are the health department," she said, laughing. 

At Lifecare Oklahoma Home Health, Hospice and Personal Services, a Certificate of Excellence winner, they 
do many of the same things as the other healthy businesses. 

Pam Campbell, community education director for Lifecare, said the locally owned and operated business has 
added a different kind of stress relief, however. 

The "Lifecare Lyrics," an a cappella singing group, visits assisted living centers and other venues, bringing 
cheer and a few laughs while building camaraderie among employees. 

Campbell said they try to promote healthy eating both to their employees and their clients. 

"We have given really big prizes for people to participate in some kind of activity," Campbell said. 

But she said it's not necessary for businesses to spend a lot of money to be healthier. It's the little, simple 
things that add up. 

Campbell said the firm has never had a high absentee rate. 

"I do believe that what it has done is decrease stress in the office," she said. "A company needs to have fun. ... 
And when you're participating in something ... we crack ourselves up." 

The mayor led a series of walks during the spring for the Heart and Sole program, sponsored by the Healthy 
Community Coalition. 



“We used each of the walks to illustrate issues going on in town," Rosenthal said. 

The walks focused on accessibility, one went down Legacy Trail, another through Sutton Wilderness. One fo-
cused on stormwater issues. 

"Each one was a real opportunity to talk about the issues that were there," Rosenthal said. "We will be having 
a continuation of this, probably on a monthly basis. There was a lot of interest and we will keep a focus on ex-
ercise and health habits as well as learning more about things going on in our community." 

"The weekly walks with the mayor were a lot of fun," said Lindy Beswick, coordinator of community health 
and wellness for the Norman Regional Health System. "She's been really supportive of all the initiatives." 

To be a Healthy Business, businesses get points depending on different ways they contribute to their employ-
ees' well-being and are grouped together by size. They can achieve their points through an array of health 
choices. 

"Not everybody has the same resources," Beswick said. 

The recently debuted Healthy Business Academy helps businesses learn about ways to establish a healthy busi-
ness. 

"We are happy to come out and talk with businesses on establishing a wellness committee and getting started," 
Browning said. 

The healthy businesses are announced about the first of the year. They were recently recognized by the Nor-
man City Council in June. 

To learn more about how to be a Certified Healthy Business, check www.myhealthycommunity.com or 
www.okturningpoint.org. 

Applications can be downloaded at www.myhealthycommunity.com or contact Beswick at 307-6602 or via 
email at lbeswick@nrh-ok.com. Applications for the program need to be received by Aug. 29 and will be re-
viewed Sept. 12. 

Carol Cole-Frowe 366-3538 ccole@normantranscript.com 
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