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The “Wellness Road Show” represented an 
additional effort to earn employee trust, create 

t ransparency,  and addres s 
concerns.  Program administrators 
visited work sites, explained the 
program, and answered questions.  
Employees were given a chance 
to name the program and guide 
design of its logo.  Thus, Partners 
for Health was born.

The first biometric screenings 
took place in August 2007.  A 

professional health care team, managed by the 
third-party administrator, assessed 1,320 employees 
at multiple work sites.  That fall, the first flu shot 
clinic provided vaccinations to 50 employees, who 
self-paid $28 per shot.  

The next biometric screenings took place in 
September 2008.  The health care team returned 
to assess 1,085 employees.  Participation decline 
may be attributed to multiple factors, including a 
reduction in workforce.  Flu shots were free this time, 
and employee participation increased eight-fold.  All 
employees, and their dependents, were eligible to 
receive a shot at no personal expense if they carried 

County medical insurance.   That year, the Wellness 
Action Task was launched with 726 participants.  

Like other County services, Partners for Health 
had to cut its budget in 2009.  The County chose not 
to renew the third-party administrator’s contract and 
instead embedded wellness services into the contracts 
of the County’s two medical benefits providers: 
Regence and Group Health.  This change resulted in 
a six-figure savings while expanding wellness services 
into disease management and health coaching. 

In the fall of 2009, Wellness Action Task 
participation increased to 800 people and flu 
vaccination clinics were combined with the biometric 
screenings to offer “one stop shopping.”  A team of 
nurses from Group Health Occupational Health 
Services provided health exams to 1,038 employees 
and flu vaccines to 1,001.  Those shots, along with 
free H1N1 shots available through the Snohomish 
Health District, made employees instrumental in 
keeping Snohomish County a “flu free zone” in 2009.

In October 2009, Jeffrey Harris, MD, MPH, 
MBA, Director of the Health Promotion Research 
Center at the University of Washington, delivered 

“Connecting the Dots: A Prescription for Change, 
One Person at a Time” at the Transforming Health 

Care seminar in Lynnwood.  
Organizers of Partners for 
Health met with Harris to see 
how they could improve their 
program.

Harris and Thom Murray, 
from American Cancer Society’s 
Workplace Solutions, evaluated 
the program and offered five 
recommendations. First, remove 
monetary barriers, such as co-
pays and deductibles, from 
cancer screenings. Second, 
allow free access to generic 
medications for chronic diseases.
Third, provide unlimited 
tobacco cessation services at no 
cost. Fourth, offer employees 
free and unlimited access to 
a dedicated tobacco cessation 
telephonic quit-line. Fifth, 
endorse physical activity in the 
workplace.  

Based on these recommendations, Partners for 
Health focused on creating a culture of movement 
in the workplace.  The new “Move More and Learn 
More” Wellness Action Task provides incentives for 

Stilson, a certified facility dog who works with crime victims in the Prosecutor’s 
office, leads employees from the Human Resources Department on a lunchtime 
walk. All photos courtesy of Snohomish County.
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individual and group fitness efforts.  A pedometer-
monitored walking program called “10,000 Steps” 
is a cornerstone of the “Move More” campaign, 
requiring employees to increase their physical activity 
week-by-week for 10 weeks.  Many group activities, 
such as yoga, running, biking, and a variety of sports, 
were organized during the lunch hour.

An additional focus is tobacco cessation.  The 
County is working to expand the services already 
provided through Regence and Group Health.  
Policy makers are reviewing proposals to make 
Snohomish County a Tobacco-Free Workplace.  
Other recommendations for changes to employee 
health care benefits are still under consideration.   

The fourth annual biometric screenings and flu 
vaccination clinics are being provided this fall by 
Group Health.  A publicity campaign is underway. 

Evaluating the Value of the Program

Snohomish County considers Partners for Health 
a long-term investment strategy. While return-on-
investment data are not yet available, screening 
results show beneficial changes across several health 
variables. Three years of data show improvement to 
cholesterol, triglycerides, and HDL.

At its heart, the wellness program creates an 
environment that supports healthy living.  “I 
appreciate Partners for Health because it creates 
a culture of health and wellness in my workplace. 
When I am tempted to make an unhealthy choice, 
I am reminded of the support I have through 
Partners for Health and am more likely to make 
a healthy choice because of it,” says Sarah Hogan, 
Infant Toddler Specialist from the Human Services 
Department. The lunch-and-learn classes allow 
convenient access to important information. Mary 
Albert, Judicial Finance and Budget Manager 
from the Clerk’s Office, says, “Having health- and 
wellness-related learning opportunities provided by 
Partners for Health is valuable to me. I appreciate 
the many choices available and the opportunities 
to learn about topics I have an interest in, but do 
not have the time to read up on.” Easy access to 
health services such as flu vaccinations and annual 
health screenings are an additional plus. Brad Wick, 
Systems Administrator Support from Information 
Services, says, “The Partners for Health program has 
been a great asset to my health.  Even though needles 
and blood frighten me, the friendly staff and their 
uplifting attitude make it enjoyable.”  

Employees already in great health are inspired 

to “do more” through the 
program. When Partners 
for Health launched, Gregg 
Ohlsen, Manager of Court 
Services and Records in 
the Clerk’s Office, was 
not certain how it applied 
to him. He says, “I am a 
healthy male in my mid-
thirties who works out three 
times a week.” But, when his 
co-workers got involved in 
the wellness program, they 
challenged him to take his 
exercise routine to the next level by completing a 
mini-triathlon. “I thought to myself, ‘I can do this!’ 
and I joined in with the team. We all encouraged 
each other to complete the event. It was a fun and 
challenging team-building activity that helped me 
build healthier habits.”  

Road Maintenance Division employees have taken 
steps to improve health and reduce on-the-job injury 
as a result of the wellness program. Roger Wright, 
a Road Maintenance worker, became interested in 
weight loss after the first health screenings. He has 
since lost 110 pounds and stays physically fit to 
prevent injury. Roger is so passionate about injury 
prevention that he leads a stretching program at roll 
call. He says stretching is the reason he is able to 
complete physically strenuous work like pouring 
concrete without hurting himself.  On his significant 
weight loss, Roger says “that’s a third of my body!” 
Mel Reitz, Road Maintenance Operations Manager, 
says “the administrative staff have been conducting 
weekly weigh-ins and tracking our progress since late 
in 2009. This started as a friendly contest for the 
person who loses the most pounds.  One person in 
the group has shed over 100 pounds since we started!”

Roy Scalf, Road Maintenance Division Director, 
says he is encouraged by the participation in the 
wellness program, and the focus on health that he 
is observing among the staff. “The dedication to a 
healthier lifestyle and the commitment to staying 
physically fit, including pre-work stretching, is good 
for the overall health of our work force. We fully 
believe that the program is improving the health of 
our employees while reducing the number of on-the-
job injuries we see as a result of the kind of physical 
work our employees do every day. The health and 
safety of our employees is extremely important to us 
on a personal as well as a professional level. We need 
healthy workers in order to provide the service the 
public expects from us.” 
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Snohomish County’s Road Maintenance Division, in the 
Arlington shop, stretches before beginning the day’s work.


