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Does Workplace Wellness Work? 
Learn 10 Steps to Infuse Well-Being into Any Organization

Does workplace wellness work? Results show that less than 
40 percent of employees join their wellness programs[1]--but 
it doesn’t have to be this way. Instead of starting yet another 
program, you can Start a Movement. In her book, Workplace 
Wellness That Works, Laura Putnam shows us a practical 
10-step path to creating and implementing a successful, 
energizing wellness system that can change lives.

In addition to being a published author, Laura Putnam, MA, is 
the CEO and founder of Motion Infusion. She’s a former high 
school teacher and dancer, and is now a movement builder in 
the world of health and wellness. Her work has been covered 
by MSNBC, The New York Times, US News & World Report, 
Entrepreneur, Business Insider, and American Journal of 
Health Promotion. 

The University of Wisconsin Health and Wellness Management 
faculty are proud to have chosen Workplace Wellness That 
Works as a core textbook in our master’s degree curriculum, 
and we are excited to offer you this brief snapshot of her 
book, a useful guide for veterans and newcomers alike.

Thank you for joining us on your journey in wellness.

Sincerely, 

Theresa Islo 
Program Director 
Online Health and Wellness Management Degree Program 
University of Wisconsin-Extension 
learn@uwex.edu 
hwm.wisconsin.edu
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BUILD YOUR STORY BANK
Good storytelling makes  
for a strong movement.  
Be ready with your stories 
when you need them.

ACTION ITEM

So how does one person start a wellness 
movement? By moving us! As an agent of 
change, your #1 job is to persuade and 
influence. Take an activist approach. Start 
by thinking about what it takes to lead 
change in your organization. And then 
speak to the people in your organization 
from the heart.

Author Laura Putnam breaks down being 
an agent of change into these six elements: 

• Agents of change know their why. Leaders who move us have 
a deep sense of purpose and a deep sense of conviction. The 
clearer you are about your personal why—why you do what you 
do and what moves you on the deepest level—the more people 
will want to follow you. 

• Agents of change speak to the heart. Agents of change have a 
high emotional IQ. Recognize that it’s the emotional side of the 
brain you must speak to, not the rational side.

• Agents of change are great communicators. Agents of change 
deliver compelling messages that we want to follow; these 
messages are often short, exceedingly simple, and filled with 
metaphors. Remember to speak in stories, not statistics.

• Agents of change embody their stories. Otherwise known as 
“walking the talk.” As a leader of the wellness movement, you will 
need to manage your own wellness first. 

• Agents of change do whatever it takes. Becoming an agent of 
change requires great courage in order to inspire people to join 
your movement. 

• Agents of change don’t wait for permission. Leaders start a 
movement without asking for permission. You can spark a 
bottom-up movement (perhaps one team at a time), then bring 
senior leaders on board.

Ultimately, by being a change agent, you will give people the tools to transform themselves—
and this is what’s needed to empower people to make sustainable lifestyle changes. Read more 
tips on how to sharpen your changemaker’s edge in her book.
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1 Shift Your Mind-Set From Expert To Agent Of Change

START IT

Adopt changemaker traits to spark a movement within your organization.
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Remember Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs? It turns out, these higher-order needs are actually 
vital to our health and well-being.

What’s the “why” behind your wellness 
movement? Think beyond mere health, 
and focus on the wider context of mind/
body/spirit.

Putnam says, “Bring a powerful vision 
and sense of purpose to your wellness 
movement. Paint a picture of a desired 
future state that’s worth working toward.”

What’s possible when it comes to achieving 
one’s full potential? Abraham Maslow was 
an American psychologist who studied 
what it took to become the best person 
one could become. He was convinced that 
each of us is born with a desire and ability 
to reach our full potential. In 1954, he 
outlined a hierarchy of needs vital to our 
health and well-being. One can only reach 
one’s fullest potential if one’s basic health 
and physical needs are met.

It turns out that Maslow’s Hierarchy of 
Needs is a precursor to today’s multi-
dimensions of wellness.  Physical well-
being is just one of the dimensions of 
wellness. Others are social, financial, career 
and environmental, as examples. The 
dimensions interact and so it’s important to 

look for ways to promote multiple areas of 
well-being, and ideally, in combination.

Encourage others to imagine what’s 
possible and what could be, to open 
their minds and catalyze your wellness 
movement.

Shift the conversation from merely physical health to one about living a life of 
well-being and vitality.

MASLOW’S HIERARCHY OF NEEDS PLUS VITALITY AXIS
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What role does your organizational culture 
play in shaping the movement? What are 
the strengths of the culture, as well as 
the elements that might undermine your 
wellness efforts? Implementing a wellness 
movement that fits the corporate culture 
is essential to long-term success of your 
movement.

You should first ask, “Is this a culture in 
which wellness is likely to succeed?”

Start by assessing your workplace culture 
with Putnam’s checklist:

• Conduct an audit to assess the organizational culture. Putnam 
offers many high- and low-tech tools, including one she created 
herself called Maslow Meets Mallory Culture Audit. One of 
the best known tools for employee engagement is the Gallup 
Q12 Employee Engagement Survey (or, for a less expensive 
technique, take a DIY approach to get a read of your hidden 
factors). 

• Conduct qualitative assessments to uncover the stories behind 
the data. What are the stories that drive your organization?

• Identify bright spots in your organization’s culture.

• Identify cultural challenges, or mismatches between well-being 
goals and cultural realities.

• Share results and suggest recommendations in the form of a 
report. 

• Initiate a dialogue with leaders.

Examine the larger culture to identify elements that are likely to support your 
efforts, as well as factors that might undermine your movement.

The next big step for you is to translate your newly acquired cultural insights into workable 
strategies for your wellness movement within your organization.

“Satisfied employees accept 

their job, engaged employees 

embrace their work.”
-- Putnam

CULTURE MATTERS.  
AT THE HEART OF A GREAT 

CULTURE IS A HIGHLY 
ENGAGED EMPLOYEE.
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Instead of starting with what’s wrong, such 
as health risk assessments and biometric 
screenings, start with what’s right.

The vast majority of workplace wellness 
programs invest heavily in uninspiring 
“check the box” tests.  Often, the 
assessments tell us what we already know: 
that we need to eat healthier, become more 
active and de-stress; or in other words, that 
we are at risk. 

And these numbers only give us part of the 
picture. The multi-dimensions of well-being 
influence our overall health, too.

Perhaps the most damaging result of 
starting with what’s wrong instead of what’s 
right, is that this negative approach might 
actually lower engagement in programming. 
Conversely, evidence suggests that positivity, 
or starting with what’s right, can boost 
engagement.

Ultimately, what matters is what people 
actually do. Organizations devote a lot of 
resources to measuring and not enough 
toward doing. Biometric screenings in 
particular aren’t cheap. The result is fewer 
resources for programming.

Focus on building a positive spirit in your 
movement first. 

IDENTIFY THE BRIGHT SPOTS 
What are the bright spots 
that are worth noting and 
celebrating? What successes 
can you build on?

ACTION ITEM• Employ activities and campaigns that emphasize the positive.

• Empower individuals to identify their well-being strengths or 
bright spots.

• Identify the bright spots on an organizational level. What has 
your organization already done to create a strong company 
culture and enhance employee health and well-being?

• Identify the key metrics to reinvent a baseline on the current 
level of employee well-being. How will you know if you’re 
making progress? Start with the dimensions of well-being for 
your movement.

Build optimism into your movement by applying a strengths-based approach.
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If you truly want to take workplace 
wellness to the next level, look to 
Leonardo da Vinci. The embodiment 
of the “Renaissance man,” da Vinci 
brought together science with art and 
demonstrated the power of integration to 
make anything better.

Now it’s time to do the same in your 
movement: break down those walls, siloes, 
and compartments, and bring together 
unlikely partners to create a team that can 
help you build the movement.

Work together with this team to develop 
and deliver da Vinci solutions:

• Identify key players (both internal and external) and build a case 
to help each understand why well-being is integral to their core 
objectives.

• Build your da Vinci team, composed of key players from across 
departments or disciplines.

• Collaborate with each of the da Vinci players to build integrated 
strategies.

• Start building the brand and marketing strategy for your well-
being movement.

• Get people on all levels involved in the movement.

• Conduct a brainstorming session with the da Vinci team to 
generate ideas on getting the movement rolling.

To build your movement, you’ll need to reach across departmental divides to 
engage the entire organization.

The goal with your da Vinci team is to start and to build a movement that will last, so think 
outside the box when recruiting members for your team.
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BUILD IT

“Simply having a workplace 

wellness program is not 

enough… The da Vinci approach 

promises a much more powerful 

wellness effect with synergy 

and integration, across multiple 

channels and departments.”
-- Putnam
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Which one of us has not wanted to go 
undercover and sneak wellness into the 
workplace? This is what Putnam refers 
to as “going stealth.” Going stealth can 
offer new opportunities (and additional 
resources!).

Putnam discovered the power of going 
stealth by accident. Now, she believes that 
this approach may be one of the field’s 
greatest hopes. In her book, she tells a 
story about a large healthcare organization 
inviting her in to conduct a six-part 
wellness series. She was then asked to 
carry out a much larger, higher budget 
work performance initiative. It was this 
experience that fundamentally changed 
how she approaches workplace wellness.

Nowhere was the word “wellness” 
associated with the project, and yet it 
contained more well-being initiatives 
than the wellness project itself! She had 
discovered the power of going stealth.

The key to going stealth is to identify top 
organizational priorities—initiatives such 
as employee engagement, leadership 
development, safety, and onboarding—
and then to “sneak” well-being into these 
initiatives. You can further disguise your 
efforts by replacing uninspiring wellness 
terms, like “risk management” or even 
“health,” with phrases that are likely to 
resonate, such as “build winning teams” or 
“sustainable engagement.” 

What are some of the top opportunities at 
your workplace for going stealth?

Find ways to sneak wellness into non-wellness initiatives.

Rename and avoid traditional 
wellness terms.

Consider the top priorities 
of an organization and 
brainstorm ways to connect 
with them.

Identify your specific 
organization’s top initiatives 
and find ways to embed well-
being into these priority 
projects.

Develop and deliver 
workshops for senior leaders, 
managers, and employees that 
stealthily integrate well-being.

ACTION ITEMS
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Once you’ve started your movement, you’ll 
want to take measures to ensure that it 
has lasting power. Traditional programs 
motivate with carrots, and even more with 
sticks. Both can lead to participation. But 
do they lead to meaningful engagement?

 

Motivation Comes in Two Flavors
Motivation, says Putnam, is probably the 
toughest part of any workplace wellness 
program. One flavor of motivation triggers 
short-term wins. The other may lead to 
long-lasting results. Can you tell which one 
is more likely to last?

Extrinsic - Extrinsic motivation 
comes from the outside. It might 
be an incentive or avoidance of a 
penalty. Often, it’s connected with 
something one “has” to do. 

Intrinsic - Intrinsic motivation 
comes from inside oneself, or the 
real meaning and enjoyment from 
the activity itself and how one feels 
“in the zone.”

Recent studies show that wellness 
incentives are averaging a whopping $693 
per employee—without much to show 
for it. Most employees are still opting out 
of wellness.[2] While incentives (extrinsic 
motivation) may—at best—help to 
jumpstart a short-term change, sustainable 
behavior change only happens when the 
motivation comes from within (intrinsic 
motivation).

Keys to Lasting Motivation
Fostering intrinsic motivation means 
tapping into universal needs. What are the 
keys to lasting motivation? We all have 
needs: 

COMPETENCY
AUTONOMY
RELATEDNESS
PURPOSE 
PLAY (YES, PLAY!)

Some organizational cultures are more 
suited to carrots and sticks than others. 
Whether you’re using incentives or not, 
you’ll want to create your motivation 
plan, one that taps into the five intrinsic 
motivators mentioned above.

Go deep, creating the conditions that make it more likely that individual 
employees will motivate themselves to engage with their health and well-being.

“Ultimately, it’s about 

meaning. Tapping into a real 

sense of meaning is the key 

to creating wellness programs 

that endure. When employees 

feel a sense of meaning, 

they are much more likely to 

participate because they want 

to, not because they have to.”
-- Putnam
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Nudges are environmental prompts that 
make well-being easy. Cues are cultural 
prompts that make the healthy choice the 
“normal” choice. You can design nudges 
and cues to catalyze employees into a 
revitalized, supercharged way of living and 
working. 

The first step to build a culture of well-
being is to assess what nudges and cues 
already exist in your organization. From 
there, you can devise a simple action plan 
to build more nudges and cues to further 
foster an environment of well-being.

Make it easy. Make it normal. 

Look for nudges and cues that boost 
multiple dimensions of well-being: 
emotional, financial, social, career, 
community, and creative. Putnam 
discusses nudges and cues in more 
depth in her book.

Nudges and cues that can 
boost career well-being:

Career development plans

Strengths assessments

Managers working with team members 
to leverage strengths

Systems to help employees identify a 
higher purpose in their work

Professional development opportunities

Change the environment and devise cultural prompts to make health and  
well-being the “new normal.” 

Conduct an audit of nudges 
and cues.

ACTION ITEM

What is already in place that nudges 
employees to make positive (or 
negative) choices? What are some 
additional environmental prompts you 
can put in place to make the positive 
choices the easy choices?

Examples of nudges: 

signage 
healthy options in the vending 
machines 
healthy options served at meetings 
intentional office design 
stairway enhancement 
reconfigured meeting spaces

Focus on the culture—what cultural 
norms do you already have in place 
that cue employees to make positive 
or negative choices? What cues might 
you design to normalize well-being at 
work?

Examples of cues: 

policies 
stated organizational values 
rituals 
recognition 
communication 
modeling by you 
designated core business practices

NUDGES CUES

By employing nudges and cues, you’ll be able to circumvent many of the barriers that keep 
wellness from working. 
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Channel Thomas Edison to foster an experimental, learning-based approach to 
your movement.

Research shows that 
people can make big 
changes through an 
accumulation of small, 
iterative steps. These 
small steps lead to 
transformative change. 
With each small win, 
we learn that bigger 
achievements are within 
reach. B.J. Fogg, named 
by Fortune magazine as 
one of the “10 gurus you 
should know,” suggests 
we break big goals into 
not just manageable 
steps, but into “tiny 
habits.” Big successes 
are the accumulation of 
mini-successes. 

Celebrate experimentation 
on a program level. 
Consider awarding a 
grant so one department 
can try a new pilot 
program. Form an ad-
hoc team to gather 
information and test 
out new ideas. Cultivate 
learning labs. 

Test out each program 
along the way. Assess: 
What are the reactions? 
What are people learning? 
Any new behaviors that 
have emerged as a result 
of the program?

What’s the effect of your 
wellness movement 
on the organization’s 
culture? Has the culture 
shifted? How is employee 
engagement in relation 
to wellness? What are 
the actual well-being 
outcomes? Are there 
other organizational 
outcomes? Evaluating 
results is key and there 
are many creative ways 
to assess engagement 
in wellness. What’s 
working and what needs 
improvement? Based 
on the answers to these 
questions, continue to 
launch and iterate. 

INDIVIDUAL  
LEVEL

PROGRAM-BY-
PROGRAM LEVEL

ORGANIZATIONAL 
LEVEL

The story goes that Thomas Edison failed 
1,000 times before he succeeded in 
inventing the lightbulb. When asked by a 
reporter how he felt about having failed 
so many times, Edison replied, “I didn’t fail 
1,000 times. The lightbulb was an invention 
with 1,000 steps.” In other words, Edison 
launched and iterated a thousand times.

Iteration is the backbone of a successful 
wellness movement. 

Rather than waiting for the one, right 
answer to reveal itself, or delaying a 
program in search of perfection, you’ll 
want to build a culture of experimentation. 

Launch and iterate on an individual level, 
on a program-by-program level, and on an 
organizational level. A launch-and-iterate practice can be a powerful platform for evolving an organization to a 

higher level. By launching and iterating, your movement generates excitement, which will 
provide the self-sustaining energy you’ll need to Start the Movement, Build the Movement, and 
Make It Last.
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Wellness is now an international issue. How 
can you grow the movement across your 
organization and its many branches? Many 
of the basic building blocks are the same: 
committed leaders and management 
engagement; a sense of employee 
ownership, purpose, and meaning; positive 
energy; holistic and integrated strategy; 
a healthy organization and culture of 
well-being; ongoing communications; a 
willingness to experiment; and effective 
measures of success.

Get started with ideas to ensure a greater 
impact on a global level:

• Acknowledge that lifestyle-related issues are now global in 
nature.

• Adapt the strategies, practices, and programs to the local 
culture.

• Recognize that different regions have both shared and distinct 
health and wellness issues.

• Understand the shared and differing organizational priorities of 
different regions.

• Shift your business case away from cost containment to 
productivity and performance.

• Steer away from financial incentives.

• Account for different levels of resources.

• Recognize the shared nature of many issues.

• Continue to focus on the key role of leaders at all levels.

Share and leverage best practices across national boundaries. Make your  
wellness movement an international one!

You’ve got the information.  
You’ve got the tools. 

There’s a whole world of wellness waiting for you!
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Workplace Wellness that Works influenced the way 
I address workplace wellness in my courses. Laura 
Putnam’s work seeks to inspire practitioners to reframe 
the way they think about organizational health and 
well-being. I’ve benefitted from her book both in how 
I view wellness management, as well as in how I guide 
my students. While we weren’t able to fit all of Laura’s 
learnings into this white paper, we hope it has sparked 

your interest in the book and in her innovative approach to wellness. If you’re 
inspired to focus on wellness in your career, I encourage you to explore an online 
bachelor’s or master’s degree through the University of Wisconsin Health and 
Wellness Management program. We welcome you to the wellness movement! 

Penny Lyter 
Associate Professor 
Online Health and Wellness Management Degree Program 
University of Wisconsin-Parkside

Learn to build and promote wellness programs that work

Designed for busy adults, the University of Wisconsin online Health 
and Wellness Management Degree Program prepares you for a career 
developing and managing wellness programs in a variety of settings, 
public and private, from healthcare systems and insurance companies 
to educational institutions, manufacturers, service and retail industries, 
community agencies, and more.

Expert faculty and flexible online courses are just two advantages of our 
bachelor’s and master’s degree programs. Turn your passion for wellness 
into a healthy career. Learn more at hwm.wisconsin.edu.

About the Book

WORKPLACE WELLNESS 
THAT WORKS

10 Steps to Infuse Well-Being & 
Vitality into Any Organization

by Laura Putnam
Wiley | Hardcover | Publication date: June 15, 2015

352 pages | $35.00 | ISBN 978-1-119-05591-4

                  

motioninfusion.com

Adapted from Workplace Wellness That Works 
and created with permission from Laura 
Putnam and Motion Infusion.

Sources

[1] http://hubs.ly/H03Vt4p0 
  
[2] http://bit.ly/1bCrxSj 
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