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Abstract: One of the most important factors in a successful employee wellness program includes strategic planning and assessment on the part of the employer prior
to the initiation of a program. A needs assessment is crucial for colleges and universities who wish to develop programs catering to the wide range of employee types,
interests, and backgrounds within their educational institution. This study sought to
evaluate the interest levels of 438 employees at one university in the United States
across 15 different wellness program areas. Participants in this case study completed
a 33-question survey designed specifically for the study that focused on three broad
components of personal wellness; the physical, nutrition, and personal lifestyle.
It was discovered that strength training, stress reduction, and managing overall
wellness were the three most desirable programs. Overall interest in programming
was high (>95%), and participants were found to be significantly more interested in
lifestyle programming over physical activity and nutrition (Λ = .35, F(2, 362) = p < .001,
η2 = .64). Findings indicate the importance of investigating employee interest prior
to developing wellness programming, which could facilitate participant engagement and adherence to the programs. University administrators who wish to create
employee physical activity programs should assess the unique and specific needs of
their employees as opposed to students in order to serve, accommodate, and build
successful programs that can have a lasting effect on their employees’ wellness.
Subjects: Leisure Studies; Leisure Management; Occupational Health and Safety; Health
Education and Promotion
Keywords: worksite safety & health; university health; employee wellness; health research
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One of the most important factors in a successful
employee wellness program is the employer’s
strategic planning and assessment prior to the
program’s initiation. To cater to the wide range
of employee types, interests, and backgrounds,
higher education institutions must evaluate their
needs. Our results demonstrate the importance of
investigating employee interest prior to developing
wellness programming. Doing so can facilitate
participant engagement and adherence to the
programs. University administrators who wish to
create employee physical activity programs should
assess the unique and specific needs of their
employees rather than their students in order to
serve, accommodate, and build successful programs
that can have a lasting effect on employee wellness.
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1. Introduction
A campus community exists within the larger, surrounding external community, and this interaction
is difficult to separate. The activities and learning processes of individuals and groups on campus
flow outward into the community. Traditionally, research associated with wellness programs on
campuses have assessed individual needs according to what campuses already provide, not what is
lacking (Barker & Glass, 1990; Carter, Kelly, Alexander, & Holmes, 2011). However, there is value in
assessing the wellness preferences of university employees, as it can increase awareness for new
wellness program planning and perhaps create shared community partnerships.
Educators and wellness providers are in prime position to both teach health and wellness courses
and create wellness programs based on current needs data as provided by employees. Wellness
programs promote change in quality of life for staff and faculty that can improve health status (ACHA,
2007). In turn, improved health increases productivity and reduces the economic burden on society
(U.S. Department of Wellness & Human Services, 2012). Administrators have more opportunity to
develop collaborative relationships and develop stronger bonds between employees increasing collegiality across disciplines by utilizing wellness programs designed with employee interests in mind.
Unfortunately, most university health and wellness assessments focus on student needs rather
than the needs of employees; employee needs are commonly different from those of the students
(Haines et al., 2007; Sell, 2005). Therefore, the purpose of this study was to examine employee preferences of wellness programs at a U.S. university.

1.1. Value of college and university wellness programs
A well-designed wellness program at a college or university in the United States (U.S.), or in any country,
can serve as a model for other schools and the community. Such programs compliment local, state, and
national health initiatives. According to the American College Health Association (ACHA, 2007), the scope
of practice of wellness in colleges/universities should include both environmental and individual approaches. Wellness professionals should build individual capacity and address individual risk for illness
and injury. In addition, administrators who implement such wellness programs should address larger
institutional and community issues, as well as public health policies that are not being tackled for employees through existing wellness programming (Naydeck, Pearson, Ozminkowski, Day, & Goetzel, 2008).

1.2. Study purpose
Programming for university employees have been shown to be successful (e.g. Baghurst, Tapps,
Mwavita, Volberding, & Jayne, 2014). However, some have suggested that the development of programming and facilities for employees does not always consider the input of employees, even
though it should (Brown, Volberding, Baghurst, & Sellers, 2014, 2015). Therefore, the purpose of this
study was to investigate university employees interest in and preferences for on campus wellness
programming at a U.S. university. Short-term programming for university employees focused on
improving health and wellness may also encourage participants in the long-term to live healthier
lives, make conscious decisions related to their personal wellness, or simply be more cognizant of
health and wellness options at their place of employment.

2. Method
The survey instrument was adapted from two existing instruments currently used to assess employee
wellness needs and wants: (1) The Fort Martin/Albright region worksite wellness survey, which is used
by numerous local and state agencies and is recommended by the National Safety Council (2012), and
(2) The worksite wellness for Tompkins County New York survey (Tompkins County Wellness Department,
2012). The wording of these instruments was specifically tailored to relate more directly to employees
at the university level and focused on three subsets: physical activity, nutrition, and lifestyle. The surveys were combined for simplicity and to ensure participants completed all components.
In total, the combined survey contained 33 questions including demographics, attitudes toward wellness, health history, physical activity, and programming specifically related to wellness issues in the
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physical, nutritional, and lifestyle categories. A validation procedure of the reliability of the instrument
was conducted which yielded a Cronbach’s α coefficient of .85 among the staff and faculty sample.
Surveys for this study were electronically distributed to 1,536 university employees following
Institutional Review Board approval. At the conclusion of a two-week collection period, the survey
was closed to further responses. The survey response rate was 28.5% (438 responses). A majority of
employee responses (62.6%) came from faculty and professional staff. The other responses were
from administrators, classified staff, and auxiliary services.
The level of participants’ interest in wellness activities were collected electronically and analyzed
descriptively using SPSS 16.0. A one-way repeated measures ANOVA was conducted to assess significant differences between the three subsets. Bonferroni follow-up testing was also conducted. χ2 analysis was conducted to determine the employee level of interest within each programming option.

3. Results
A majority of the 438 participants were female (58.4%) and were employed fulltime by the university
(79.2%). Ages ranged from 18 years to over 56 with a large portion of the sample (72.9%) over the
age of 35. The largest group of respondents identified themselves as faculty members (35.2%) with
other participants being administrators, professional staff, classified staff, or auxiliary staff members. Of the participants, only 30.4% reported being members of a fitness club and only 25.3% stated
that they were frequently or very frequently physically active at work (Table 1).
Table 1. Demographics of university employees in the study group
Demographic
Gender
Age

Employment type

Employment status
Member of fitness club
Physically active job

Participate in activities

Response

N (%)

Male

182 (34.7%)

Female

256 (58.4%)

18–25

16 (3.7%)

26–35

71 (16.2%)

36–45

81 (18.5%)

46–55

126 (28.8%)

56+

112 (25.6%)

Administrator

20 (4.6%)

Faculty

154 (35.2%)

Professional staff

120 (27.4%)

Classified staff

65 (14.8%)

Auxiliary services

17 (3.9%)

Other

25 (5.7%)

Full time

347 (79.2%)

Part time

60 (13.7%)

Yes

133 (30.4%)

No

299 (68.3%)

Never

59 (13.5%)

Rarely

149 (34.0%)

Occasionally

104 (23.7%)

Frequently

68 (12.5%)

Very frequently

56 (12.8%)

Yes

191 (43.6%)

No

21 (4.8%)

Not Sure

162 (37.0%)

Page 4 of 8

Tapps et al., Cogent Social Sciences (2016), 2: 1250338
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2016.1250338

Respondents were asked to rate 15 programming options which they would be most interested in
attending by using a five-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 1 = “not interested at all” to 5 = “very
interested”. The 15 programming options were categorized into three subsets by the research team:
(1) physical activity, including how to start an exercise program, strength training, yoga classes,
Zumba classes, and walking clubs; (2) nutrition, including cooking classes, eating wellnessy, Weight
Watchers, and wellnessy shopping on a budget; and (3) lifestyle, including stress reduction, sleep
improvement, smoking cessation, time management, wellness screenings, and managing overall
wellness.
In order to assess the interest for programming in each of these subsets, the sum of responses of
each individual variable in the subset were calculated to determine an overall score (Table 2).
Subsequently, means (M) and standard deviations (SD) were compared. Of the three programming
categories, participants reported the most interest in lifestyle (M = 18.33; SD = 4.73) followed by
physical activity (M = 16.31; SD = 4.35), and nutrition (M = 12.75; SD = 4.13). A one-way repeated
measures ANOVA yielded significant differences between each of the three subsets, (Λ = .35,
F(2, 362) = p < .001, η2 = .64).
To learn how to better construct a successful program, individual programming options were also
assessed via χ2 analysis. Researchers combined categories 1–2 (not interested at all and not interested), 3 (neutral), and 4–5 (interested and very interested) to determine the level of interest by response percentage. Of the individual programs, participants responded that they were most
Table 2. Results of program interest assessment
Subset

Programing
option

Lifestyle

M ± SD

χ2 Interest level of individual programming
options
Not interested
at all and not
interested (%)

Neutral (%)

Interested and
very interested
(%)

18.33 ± 4.73
Stress reduction

3.64 ± 1.18

17.0

19.4

62.6

Managing overall
health

3.58 ± 1.13

16.2

23.6

60.1

Health screenings

3.36 ± 1.19

20.6

26.0

52.3

Sleep
improvement

3.33 ± 1.39

25.6

18.3

53.2

Time
management

2.87 ± 1.30

36.8

27.0

33.8

Smoking cessation

1.49 ± 1.05

82.0

7.3

6.8

Physical activity

16.31 ± 4.35
Strength training

3.69 ± 1.12

14.5

18.5

66.2

Yoga

3.50 ± 1.34

20.3

19.3

57.2

Walking clubs

3.04 ± 1.34

33.1

24.7

40.8

Starting exercise
program

3.04 ± 1.30

30.3

27.6

39.9

3.04 ± 1.38

35.2

22.3

40.3

Zumba™
Nutrition

12.75 ± 4.13
Eating healthy

3.47 ± 1.25

23.0

16.0

59.6

Cooking classes

3.37 ± 1.34

24.6

18.7

54.5

Healthy shopping
budget

3.33 ± 1.34

26.0

19.0

53.1

Weight
Watchers™

2.56 ± 1.36

46.9

24.4

24.9

Page 5 of 8

Tapps et al., Cogent Social Sciences (2016), 2: 1250338
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2016.1250338

interested in strength training (66.2% interested or very interested, M = 3.69; SD = 1.12), stress reduction (62.6% interested or very interested, M = 3.64; SD = 1.18), and managing overall wellness
(60.1% interested or very interested, M = 3.58; SD = 1.13). The individual programs with the lowest
interest level were smoking cessation (6.8% interested or very interested, M = 1.49; SD = 1.05),
Weight Watchers™ (24.9% interested or very interested M = 2.56; SD = 1.36), and time management
(33.8% interested or very interested, M = 2.87; SD = 1.30).

4. Discussion
The current study asked employees from a U.S. university to rate their interest levels in 15 different
wellness program areas that were focused and conceptualized in three primary areas: physical wellness, nutritional wellness, and lifestyle wellness. Survey respondents originated from a variety of
areas within the university. As well, participants reported varying physical activity levels and represented a broad age range (18–56 years). Only a small percentage of university employees (4.8%)
indicated that they would not participate in wellness programming if offered. As such, our study
suggests that an interest in employee wellness programs for all employees at universities, regardless of their job responsibilities exists. In addition, this suggests that employee interest in programs
grow once made aware of what programming options are available to them.
Often, contemporary employee wellness programs stress the importance of physical activity and
proper nutrition. Interestingly, the current study of university employees indicated greatest interest
in lifestyle activities (e.g. stress reduction, managing overall wellness). These results suggest that
programming specific to lifestyle health and wellness may be a current trend that could help drive
employee participation. This may be because their hectic lives do not allow time to exercise or to
prepare a healthy meal. Along with traditional exercise and nutrition programming, results point to
a growing need and interest in incorporating lifestyle-programming options into employee wellness
programs. This discovery differs from studies focused on the wellness programming needs for students (e.g. Sellers, Baghurst, Volberding, & Brown, 2014), demonstrating that lifestyle-programming
in regard to nutrition is typically not a main concern for university students (ACHA, 2007).
Overall, wellness programs promote change in quality of life for staff and faculty that can improve
health status (ACHA, 2007). Improved health may also increase productivity and reduces the economic burden on society (U.S. Department of Wellness & Human Services, 2012). Administrators
may also have opportunity to foster ancillary benefits; collaborative relationships within these programs may develop, which may help to improve stronger employee relationships. Such connection
across levels may aid in knowledge sharing and improved communication across the workplace
(Vajjhala & Baghurst, 2014). Such programming may develop stronger bonds between employees
increasing collegiality across disciplines, done so by utilizing wellness programs designed with employee interests in mind as opposed to traditional physical and nutritional programming currently
being offered on university/college campuses.

5. Conclusion
A variety of implications for wellness needs are present on college and university campuses. A university administration that advocates and promotes targeted wellness activities will encourage the
development of a campus community that works to achieve and maintain a wellness lifestyle
(Ewing, Ryan, & Zarco, 2007). Current wellness-related programs should be designed and delivered
based upon the needs and interests of current employees (Brown et al., 2014, 2015). Further, university wellness programs can also serve as a springboard for interdisciplinary collaboration and communication related to the exploration of individualized wellness programming.
Colleges and universities are worldwide and are generally comprised of a diverse group of administration, faculty, and staff. Therefore, wellness program coordinators need to be able to effectively
assess the unique needs and interests of each campus. Thus, as a first step, wellness program coordinators should gather information and uncover the needs and requirements from their specific employees, which will help to fulfill the needs of their campus (Barker & Glass, 1990; Bright et al., 2012).
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The outcomes from this study suggest that the health and wellness programming desired by university employees may differ from those of the students. In many workplaces, and in a study conducted with just a student sample, these desired outcomes differ from employee preferences (Carter
et al., 2011). Furthermore, most research about interests in employee wellness programs has been
conducted using samples from large corporations, and does not account for the unique settings of
colleges and universities (Sell, 2005).
The diverse composition of employees at colleges and universities requires special consideration
by wellness committees when designing and offering programs. To be successful in engaging employees in programming, wellness administrators face an increasing need to understand the specific
innovative programs and unique needs of employees as opposed to student counterparts. In relative
terms, most colleges and universities already have the physical tools and expertise on campus to
begin an employee wellness program. Assessing needs and interests, subsequently developing, and
implementing aligned programs is one challenge wellness professionals will encounter.
Funding
The authors received no direct funding for this research.
Author details
Tyler Tapps1
E-mail: tytapps@nwmissouri.edu
Matthew Symonds1
E-mail: msymond@nwmissouri.edu
Timothy Baghurst2
E-mail: tbaghurst@live.com
1
School of Health Science and Wellness, Northwest Missouri
State University, Maryville, MO 64468, USA.
2
Health and Human Performance Department, School of
Applied Health Science and Education Psychology, Oklahoma
State University, Stillwater, OK 74078, USA.
Citation information
Cite this article as: Assessing employee wellness needs
at colleges and universities: A case study, Tyler Tapps,
Matthew Symonds & Timothy Baghurst, Cogent Social
Sciences (2016), 2: 1250338.
Cover image
Northwest Missouri State University.
Source: Todd Weddle.
References
American College Health Association (2007). American college
wellness association national college wellness
assessment: Spring 2006 data report. Journal of American
College, 55, 195–206.
Baghurst, T., Tapps, T., Mwavita, M., Volberding, J., & Jayne, C.
(2014). Effect of a 14-week program to reduce employee
risk factors for metabolic syndrome (MetS). Health
Behavior and Policy Review, 1, 446–451.
http://dx.doi.org/10.14485/HBPR.1.6.2
Barker, J., & Glass, C. (1990). Perceived wellness needs of university
employees. Journal of American Wellness, 38, 187–198.
Bright, D., Terrell, S., Rush, M., Kroustos, K., Stockert, A.,
Swanson, S., & DiPietro, N. A. (2012). Employee attitudes
toward participation in a work site-based health and
wellness clinic. Journal of Pharmacy Practice, 25, 530–536.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0897190012442719
Brown, T. C., Volberding, J., Baghurst, T., & Sellers, J. (2014).
Faculty/staff perceptions of a free campus fitness facility.
International Journal of Workplace Health Management, 7,
156–170. doi:10.1108/IJWHM-05-2013-0020

Brown, T. C., Volberding, J., Baghurst, T., & Sellers, J. (2015).
Comparing current fitness center members’ perceptions
of the motivational climate with non-members. Global
Health Promotion, 1–9.
doi:10.1177/1757975915583478
Carter, M., Kelly, R., Alexander, C., & Holmes, L. (2011). A
collaborative university model for employee wellness.
Journal of American College Health, 59, 761–763.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/07448481.2010.544347
Ewing, B., Ryan, M., & Zarco, E. P. (2007). A campus wellness
program: Accepting the challenge. Journal of the New
York State Nurses Association., 22, 13–16.
Haines, D., Davis, L., Rancour, P., Robinson, M., Neel-Wilson, T., &
Wagner, S. (2007). A pilot intervention to promote walking
and wellness and to improve the health of college faculty
and staff. Journal of American College Health, 55, 219–225.
http://dx.doi.org/10.3200/JACH.55.4.219-225
National Safety Council. (2012, July 2). Fort Martin/Albright
region worksite wellness survey. Retrieved from http://
www.nsc.org/safety_work/otjsafety/build_otj_safety/
Documents/EmployeeNeedsandInterestSurvey.pdf
Naydeck, B., Pearson, J., Ozminkowski, R., Day, B., & Goetzel, R.
(2008). The impact of the highmark employee wellness
programs on 4-year healthcare costs. Journal of
Occupational and Environmental Medicine, 50, 146–156.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1097/JOM.0b013e3181617855
Sell, K. (2005). Wellness programming: A pilot study of a rural
public school and university partnership. Research
Quarterly for Research and Sport, Supplement, Research
Consortium Abstracts, A45.
Sellers, J., Baghurst, T., Volberding, J., & Brown, T. (2014). The
Biggest User program: A student focused wellness
initiative. Recreational Sports Journal, 38, 33–39.
doi:10.1123/rsj.2013-0018
Tompkins County Wellness Department. (2012, July 2).
Worksite wellness for Tompkins County New York survey.
Retrieved from http://www.tompkins-co.org/wellness/
worksite/survey/surveyex1.html
U.S. Department of Wellness and Human Services (2012). Patient
protection and affordable care act: The affordable care act and
wellness programs. Retrieved from http://www.wellnesscare.
gov/news/factsheets/2012/11/wellness11202012a.html
Vajjhala, N. R., & Baghurst, T. (2014). Influence of cultural
factors on knowledge sharing in medium-sized
enterprises within transition economies. International
Journal of Knowledge Management Studies, 5, 304–321.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1504/IJKMS.2014.067235

Page 7 of 8

Tapps et al., Cogent Social Sciences (2016), 2: 1250338
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2016.1250338

© 2016 The Author(s). This open access article is distributed under a Creative Commons Attribution (CC-BY) 4.0 license.
You are free to:
Share — copy and redistribute the material in any medium or format
Adapt — remix, transform, and build upon the material for any purpose, even commercially.
The licensor cannot revoke these freedoms as long as you follow the license terms.
Under the following terms:
Attribution — You must give appropriate credit, provide a link to the license, and indicate if changes were made.
You may do so in any reasonable manner, but not in any way that suggests the licensor endorses you or your use.
No additional restrictions
You may not apply legal terms or technological measures that legally restrict others from doing anything the license permits.

Cogent Social Sciences (ISSN: 2331-1886) is published by Cogent OA, part of Taylor & Francis Group.
Publishing with Cogent OA ensures:
•

Immediate, universal access to your article on publication

•

High visibility and discoverability via the Cogent OA website as well as Taylor & Francis Online

•

Download and citation statistics for your article

•

Rapid online publication

•

Input from, and dialog with, expert editors and editorial boards

•

Retention of full copyright of your article

•

Guaranteed legacy preservation of your article

•

Discounts and waivers for authors in developing regions

Submit your manuscript to a Cogent OA journal at www.CogentOA.com

Page 8 of 8

