
When you go for a checkup, the doctor checks your blood pressure, takes your temperature and recommends tests to see whether you have risk factors for heart disease, diabetes or other chronic illnesses. Armed with that knowledge, you can take steps to prevent problems. The same can be done with your employees. If you’ve been guessing at the condition of your workforce or the types of illness that may be lurking, a health risk appraisal is a diagnostic tool that checks the vital signs. The data it provides can guide your wellness programs and allow you to target healthy employees and those who may be at risk for disease.

The appraisals can mine for as much information as necessary to assess the status of your workforce. They can assess health-related behaviors and respondents’ readiness to change, which help your company structure its programs. The appraisals also can gauge company morale in relation to the corporate culture. The survey can pertain to only employees, or include employees’ families. Generally, the appraisal isn’t long – no more than 55 questions, according to Dee Edington, director of the Health Management Research Center at the University of Michigan. Surveys can be done by mail, by phone or electronically. Appraisals can be conducted by a company’s employee assistance provider, or by a firm that specializes in the surveys can be hired.

Convincing employees to participate can be an obstacle, so companies will offer incentives to boost participation. Examples include tying participation to health premiums or depositing money into employees’ health savings account. Edington, who was interviewed by the Wellness Councils of America, also recommends annual appraisals because infrequent surveys may miss employees and not give the most accurate picture of the company’s health. 

To protect confidentiality, participants need to give their permission to be contacted if their appraisal shows them to be at risk for illness. Edington, reports that up to 80 percent of employees who complete the survey opt for a follow-up. 

The results of a health risk appraisal may be the most important resource your company has to guide its wellness practices.  Successful appraisals will lead to programs that encourage healthy individuals to stay on track as well as address the needs of at-risk employees. 
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