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The Centers for Disease Control estimates that 

being overweight and physically inactive causes more 
than 300,000 premature deaths each year. In 2003-04, 
the CDC’s latest study, 66.3 percent of adults were 
overweight, with 32.2 percent of those obese, and 
almost 5 percent extremely obese. These figures 
translate to sedentary Corporate America. 

Companies face burgeoning expenses from a 
variety of problems: obesity-related insurance claims, 
lost productivity, absenteeism, the cost of providing 
supersized furniture and workspaces, to name just a 
few. 

The CDC estimates that obesity ages the workforce 
by about 20 years, similar to other chronic health 
problems such as hypertension, diabetes, cardiovascular 
disease and cancer. Ill health forces workers to resign, 
go on long-term disability, and retire early, meaning 
additional recruiting and training costs to fill the gaps. 

Where employers have tried to control drug use and 
smoking, they’ve done relatively little to combat obesity. 
One reason may be that overweight employees don’t 
hurt anyone but themselves. They pose no increased 
threat of violence, and their extra pounds don’t poison 
the air. 

 
Who’s Obese, Anyway? 

An overweight person is generally defined as 
someone who weighs up to 20 percent more than 
expected for their age, height and build. Obesity starts at 
30–40 pounds overweight, severe obesity is at least 60 
pounds, morbid obesity is 100 pounds, and super-
obesity is 200 pounds. 

Unfortunately, insurance companies can be short-
sighted in failing to cover preventive measures. Insurers 
would rather pay ongoing expenses for treating diabetes 
and hypertension than cover prescription diet pills or 
nutrition counseling because they rationalize that most 
preventive measures are scientifically unproven. 

 
What’s an Employer to Do? 

The cure for obesity is simple and universal. It 
works for men, women and children. It is: Take in fewer 
calories than you burn. Accomplishing it is the tricky part. 

Thomas B. Gilliam, Ph.D., founder and president of 
T. Gilliam & Associates in Hudson, Ohio, co-authored 
the book Move It. Lose It. Live Healthy. Achieve a 
Healthy Workplace One Employee at a Time! and 
created the Move It. Lose It. Live Healthy.® wellness 
program to teach workers how to achieve a healthy body 
weight. (www.healthybodyweight.com). He has seen 
companies’ different stands on the problem. “Some are 
proactive. They believe in prevention and the good of 
their people. They look for programs that promote a 
healthy lifestyle as a benefit and are less concerned 
about return-on-investment. Other companies are driven 
by the bottom line. If it can be demonstrated that obesity 

is cost factor, and if left unchecked could hurt their 
bottom line, they will implement a program.” 

Eastman Kodak is one company taking action. The 
University of Rochester (UR) won a $3 million grant from 
the National Institute of Health for a study on influencing 
people’s dietary and activity habits at work. A four-year 
model program is underway at Kodak’s facilities in 
Rochester, N.Y., with a local workforce of more than 
16,000. Diana Fernandez, M.D., M.P.H., Ph.D., assistant 
professor in the Department of Community and 
Preventive Medicine at UR, is principal investigator. She 
could offer no conclusions yet, but her team is 
recommending simple changes in the work environment 
without promoting any particular diet or physical training. 
Based on the study’s results, the UR Medical Center will 
develop a plan to encourage healthy diets and active 
lifestyles that other companies can apply. 

On a much smaller scale, a group of post partum 
nurses at Henrico Doctors’ Hospital in Richmond, Va., 
developed their own version of The Biggest Loser. 
Participants contributed a nominal sum for three cash 
prizes, and they chose their own weight loss plan and 
exercise regimen. Friendly competition, recipe-swapping 
and exercising together kept them motivated. The three 
biggest losers ultimately shed about 12–13 percent of 
their overall body weight. 

When it comes to containing costs related to 
smoking, companies have taken the drastic, 
controversial step of dismissing employees who won’t 
stop, sparking the debate over how much employers 
should intrude on personal choices, particularly if the 
behavior only takes place off-site. Do employers have 
the right to force healthier eating habits on overweight 
employees? Should they be able to require surgical 
intervention on obese employees when dieting fails? 

This may sound ridiculous, but it’s a slippery slope 
when you compare prohibiting a smoker from ingesting 
nicotine to prohibiting an obese person from ingesting 
Twinkies. 

 
Gauging the Damage to the Bottom Line 

Not all companies believe obesity is a problem 
although, as Dr. Gilliam observed, he hasn’t seen one in 
the last five years where it isn’t. He developed an 
Obesity Cost Calculator to help companies assess their 
losses. 

According to Gilliam, “Direct costs are actual dollars 
paid out (usually medical) by the company related to 
obesity, and they can be measured very easily. Indirect 
costs are more difficult to measure. For example, when 
someone is absent, there is lost productivity or someone 
else has to pick up those job duties. What does that 
cost? With computers, it’s possible to do a better job of 
measuring indirect costs, but it’s still not as accurate as 
measuring direct costs. Most insurance carriers estimate 
that indirect costs will be two to 20 times that of direct 
costs.” 

http://www.healthybodyweight.com/


Waistlines vs. the Bottom Line by Karen Wormald   2 

Are Weight-Reduction Efforts 
Discriminatory? 

There’s no specific mention of weight in Title VII of 
the Civil Rights Act of 1964, but discrimination could 
occur if weight standards are applied differently to 
protected classes of people. Obesity is also not 
specifically covered under the Americans with 
Disabilities Act, but it can become a factor if it leads to 
other disabling conditions that are covered. 

However, if the courts begin to view obesity as a 
disability, it could have far-reaching implications because 
of overweight people already in the workforce. For 
example, a truck driver from Tacoma, Wash., was fired 
for being obese (550 pounds). He sued to get his job 
back and won. 

One way around discrimination charges is not to 
target overweight people, but to offer health incentives to 
everyone. Dr. Gilliam said, “Sometimes the healthiest 
looking worker is the unhealthiest. However, the most fit 
workers usually don’t participate in the company 
wellness program unless it involves a new on-site fitness 
center because they already have their own regimen.” 

Viewed another way, employers who take an active 
interest in the health and well-being of their employees 
foster the notion that they are concerned about the 
whole person, not just the work. This can attract higher 
quality applicants who are looking for humane employers 
who understand the importance of life balance. 

 

What’s the Up Side? 
Employees who lose weight often feel a sense of 

accomplishment, which increases their well-being. 
Happier employees aren’t necessarily more productive, 
but they sure make the office a lot more pleasant. 

Healthier employees also have fewer sick days, 
which contributes to greater productivity. Fewer sick 
days means fewer health insurance claims, which may 
help stem the rising tide of insurance costs. 

 
The Next Generation 

The focus is turning to the next generation of 
workers. In the CDC study, 17.4 percent of children and 
adolescents 12–19 years old were overweight. If schools 
can improve childhood nutrition and combat obesity, 
employers will find their burden lifted in the years to 
come. 

Dr. Gilliam suggested, “Companies need to actively 
get involved with community programs that promote 
physical activity and proper nutrition for our children. 
This can be done through our schools, local recreation 
programs or similar organizations. Programs designed to 
promote play will be the most successful instead more 
organized sports.” 

For companies watching the bottom line, the 
solution is to get employees and their families moving, 
even if it means changing the corporate culture. 

 

Develop an Action Plan 
The American College of Occupational and Environmental Medicine (ACOEM) inspired many of these suggestions. 

You’ll find a complete checklist at www.acoem.org. 
 Encourage employees to take the stairs. If your stairwells are stark and creepy, spruce them up with carpeting and 

artwork. 
 Encourage employees to park farther from the building and walk. 
 Replace vending machine junk food with healthier choices. 
 Provide bottled water. 
 Serve more nutritious snacks at gatherings. Replace cakes and bagels with popcorn and fruit. 
 Don’t encourage eating at the desk. Walking to the lunchroom may be the only stroll employees take all day. 
 Make lunch breaks long enough for eating and physical activity, such as walking. 
 Provide information on exercises that can be done at workstations. 
 If there’s a cafeteria, offer a menu of nutritious, low-calorie meals. 
 Offer incentives for enrolling in weight-loss programs, either by paying part of the cost or giving awards (doesn’t have 

to be cash; many people enjoy time off) for reaching goals. 
 If there’s space, install gym equipment such as treadmills, stationary bikes, and elliptical trainers for workouts during 

breaks. 
 Offer to subsidize memberships at local fitness facilities. 
 Recruit employees to organize and monitor weight-loss challenges for individuals or teams. 
 Sponsor company sports teams such as bowling, softball, golf or tennis. 
 Invite weight-loss organizations, such as Weight Watchers®, to conduct their programs on site. 
 Foster a culture where people talk face-to-face instead of phoning or e-mailing. Force people out of their chairs. 
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