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Starkey Labs’ new approach to worksite wellness saves millions
     Starkey Laboratories has a new approach to worksite wellness… and according to Starkey officials, it is saving the company millions.

     After realizing tremendous savings on workers’ compensation insurance premiums (costs fell from $1.3 million in 1992 to below $150,000 this year),  Starkey Laboratories decided to formalize its wellness program and begin a company wide roll-out.

     In 1992, Starkey Laboratories started an employee well being and satisfaction program in its Eden Prairie headquarters.

     The program recently named “Genesis,” combined elements from traditional wellness programs, such as ergonomics, health screenings, and seminars, with non-traditional elements like Rolfing nutritional counseling, an on-site chiropractor and comfort surveys.
     According to Larry Miller, company director of Human Resources, Starkey’s approach to wellness is different because it is almost entirely employee directed.  It focuses on empowerment, the well-being and satisfaction of employees, both at work and outside of work.  

     He said it is 100 percent voluntary and up to the individuals to create their own definitions of well-being and satisfaction.  They decide what makes them happy or comfortable and the company responds.

     “Before implementing this program costs were going through the roof,” Miller said, in large part due to repetitive stress injuries (RSI’s), a problem seen with increasing frequency throughout much of the country’s manufacturing and computer dependent businesses.

     The thinking behind the Starkey plan was away from the traditional management-employee approach of parent/adult to an adult/adult approach.

     Fran Dresbach, head of health and safety at the company’s 

Eden Prairie site said, “It (Genesis) brings wellness into the worksite, not just to outside lifestyles.  It’s up to employees to create their own definitions of wellness.”

     She said Starkey is not trying to change people or their behaviors, “but rather trying to support the employees’ best interests. Some love what we’re providing and really use it. Others couldn’t care less and don’t have anything to do with any of it. We’re not parents, we’re employers.”

     The company first began addressing the situations with RSIs by mandating stretching techniques and using ergonomics to redesign workspaces.  Ergonomics is a process that adjusts a workspace to be more conductive to good posture and healthy movement.  The company also improved fresh air exchanges and natural lighting.

     Rolfing, a process of putting the body into natural alignment, also was instituted in 1992.

     “Everyone thought it was absurd,” said Miller. “Nobody laughs anymore because everyone’s feeling pretty good. They’re part of it.  We’re putting well being at the heart of the company.”

     Management noted that the positive results of the wellness programs was reduced absenteeism, increased productivity and reduced worker’s compensation costs.  Recruiting and training costs also dropped because turnover decreased by 25 percent, Miller said.
     In January 1996, the Glencoe plant started a new program in which chiropractors Dr. Dan Neubauer and Dr. Chad Henriksen began visiting the plant to assess and help improve ergonomics of the workstations.

     In February 1996, that latest phase asked for volunteers at the Glencoe plant to work with chiropractors.

     “We were hoping for 50 volunteers, but it was like a blue light special – more than 100 signed up,” said Bonnie Lano, the staff member 

working with the chiropractors.  “We had to draw names.”

     Henriksen was given office space at Starkey’s Glencoe plant and offered twice weekly sessions treating 

physical issues through adjustments and massage and counseled on a wide range of wellness issues.

     Healthcare and prevention seminars were also held and many employees began exercise programs.
     “People love having responsibility over their health and their lives at worksite. They enjoy having the power to change their experience.”  Neubauer said.

     The most dramatic change in the four years since the company began its Genesis program has been seen in its worker’s compensation and insurance premiums.

     The “MOD Factor” determines whether those premiums are modified or adjusted. Higher worker’s compensation claims will have a MOD factor over 1.00.  Miller said.  The national MOD factor average is .95 and .85 is thought to be desirable.

     But Miller said Starkey’s MOD dropped to .59.  “I thought our numbers would trend towards .72 or even .68 for the company as a whole.  But this outcome is better than anyone dreamed.”

     Other benefits are product rejection rates have gone down and productivity rates have gone up substantially, Miller said.
     Neubauer said nearly 100 percent of the participants in the wellness program indicated they experienced less stress and more enjoyment at work.
     “It put a spark back in people’s lives.”  Lano added.  “I think it’s fantastic that this kind of world class activity is taking place right in Glencoe – right in America’s heartland.”

