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Canadian organizations generally have no problem investing in new equipment and maintaining technologies.  They 
have maintenance contracts for their most expensive machinery and software.  Yet when it comes to their “most 
valuable resources”, their human resources, they expect Joe Average and Jane Average to fend for themselves. 

As Canadians, we have a mixed blessing.  We do not see the true cost of ill-health.  Our provincial health care 
system picks up the brunt of the tab, making it invisible to most Canadians.  International studies show that our 
total health care spending is over 11% of GDP, placing us in the top five countries for health care spending (CIHI 
Spending and Health Workforce, 2014).  Doesn’t that just mean we have a good health care system?  Maybe, 
but the Conference Board of Canada’s health report card ranks us only 10th out of 17 peer countries for overall 
health outcome.1  There is much room for improvement. 

 

EMPLOYER-SPONSORED WELLNESS PROGRAMS 
There is ample literature, Canadian and international, on the ROI [“Return on Investment”] of workplace wellness 
programs.  It is pretty clear that, in a single-workplace single-employer scenario, there are advantages for the 
employer.  Lower incidence of grievances, lower absenteeism and presenteeism, lower turnover, and lower 
Workers’ Compensation costs, are the most common goals and metrics.  As the plan sponsor, the employer can 
draw correlations between its health care costs and its disability costs, thus deriving its unique ROI metrics. 

Workplace wellness success stories are usually full of positives for the members.  There were some examples of 
employers trying to use wellness incentives to cull the workforce, but these were generally in the early days of 
wellness and south of the border.  Wellness is now well-entrenched in the U.S., and increasingly accepted by 
large Canadian employers.  So how do we introduce wellness into the world of Canadian multi-employer and 
multi-site workers?  Most would admit that it’s pretty hard to build a case for a wellness program at the 
bargaining table, especially when the financial dynamics can be quite different than in a single-employer 
scenario.  Frankly, even getting members on board can be challenging even when they can relate to senior 
management and trust the employer’s motivations.  Maybe it’s time to flip it around and work on member well-
being as a union priority instead trying to make a “wellness program” a bargaining demand. 

                                                        
1 The Conference Board of Canada: http://www.conferenceboard.ca/hcp/details/health.aspx. 

http://www.conferenceboard.ca/hcp/details/health.aspx
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FROM NEGOTIATING HEALTH AND WELFARE BENEFITS TO IMPROVING MEMBERS’ WELL-BEING 
Traditional health and welfare benefits are by nature reactive.  They focus on negative events; and illness or an 
injury.  With the cost of some new treatments exceeding $250,000 per person per year, every plan sponsor 
needs to look more closely at prevention and building resilience.  That shifts the focus from wellness to well-
being.  It goes beyond a wellness campaign into the core and fibre of the culture of the union and the local. 

The need for education, coaching, and resourcing is at least as high in the building trades as in the traditional 
single-employer workplace.  Your members need help starting and staying on track.  Admittedly any cultural 
initiative is more complex and more challenging when there is no single workplace, and no single employer.  So 
as a trustee, plan administrator or business agent, how can you begin to build a culture of well-being? 

MOVING WELLNESS BEYOND THE CORPORATE WORLD 
If you are reading this article, chances are you are in a leadership role.  So let’s be blunt.  If you want to make a 
difference in your organization, whether you manage an army of blue suits, a union local or a construction camp 
up north, you are where it needs to start.  You need to lead by the example and be committed to your own 
physical and emotional health.  Take personal responsibility.  Still smoking?  Butt out.  Not exercising?  Start.  
Feeling overwhelmed?  Start small, but start. 

As you begin to journey to make well-being a priority, here are three principles to keep in mind. 

Commitment from the top is essential to all successful wellness initiatives.  In our workforce reality, the ‘top’ is 
often both union leadership and management.  With some research and discussion, you should be able to build 
a compelling vision of wellness with definable and openly sharable goals.  Find financial indicators to help you 
demonstrate the programs results against its goals.  It might be lower medical and disability premiums; it might 
be to become the “union of choice” within your specialty, and/or adding new members.  Whatever the program 
entails, get support or better yet, commitment, from the union and the plan trustees. 

Make sure you are offering what your members want and value.  You may not have the luxury of designing 
incentives, or rewarding positive uptake so you will need to be creative.  Learn from the corporate experience 
and engage their families to help members accept and strive for a healthier life and workplace.  You need to 
prioritize.  If smoking cessation is top of mind for your group, don’t start with weight management.  Conversely, 
if people are ready to address obesity and the attendant incidence of diabetes and heart health, find programs 
that resonate with the most compelling concerns.  Recognize that while the majority of a person’s waking time is 
on the job, best results are achieved when you engage the whole person.  Develop actions that can benefit 
those already active in personal wellness and those whose wellness is already at risk.  Be holistic, be inclusive, 
and respect that not everyone will take up mountaineering, meditation or yoga.  But you can educate them on 
tools and resources available to get healthier or stay healthy, or to deal with their specific health care 
challenges.  Do not overlook the power of helping those already using your benefit plan.  Improving therapeutic 
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adherence to today’s more complex medication can help your members, and it will save your plan money while 
providing better health outcomes.  There are many variations on the theme of wellness and well-being.  Design 
your plan to help your members. 

Avoid paralysis by analysis.  Just do it.  How do you know which wellness issues are compelling enough to help 
people change behaviour?  You can ask.  If surveys are not part of your culture, your medical and disability claim 
data may be a good place to start.  In many cases, smoking cessation, obesity and emotional resilience are good 
starting blocks.  Financial education is another often overlooked element of wellness. 

FINDING THE RIGHT TOOLS AND RESOURCES 
Fortunately, there are credible tools and resources on which to build your program.  Ask your health insurer, 
your disability management provider, your Member and Family Assistance Plan provider and, of course, your 
broker or benefits consultant for their thoughts on where and how to begin.  Look around the community for 
free tools to offer members, especially disease state resources.  You may find existing resources that can be 
adapted to fit your plan and your needs.  Identify incremental measurable changes that you want to achieve, 
and be realistic. 

And here’s a powerful hint; even if you do not want to ask members what they want, you will want to find a way 
to engage them in building your wellness program.  So dive into the data.  Pick one or two key campaigns at a 
time.  Ask for volunteers to research, test and promote the program.  Be open about your objectives and 
transparent regarding the metrics.  To paraphrase, if they help build it, they will come. 

If you have questions regarding these cost control features and their implications for your organization, please 
do not hesitate to contact Jane Petruniak at 604-647-3233 or by email at jane.petruniak@pbiactuarial.ca or 
Riley St. Jacques at 604-647-3206 or by email at riley.stjacques@pbiactuarial.ca.  

mailto:jane.petruniak@pbiactuarial.ca
mailto:riley.stjacques@pbiactuarial.ca
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APPLES TO WELLNESS 2015 
PBI is pleased to invite your comments on the topic of Wellness and its context within your benefit plan. 

This online survey for plan sponsors/trustees consists of five multiple choice questions and an open-ended 
question for your comments and thoughts.  Survey responses will be aggregated anonymously.  In addition to a 
report which will be made available to the public, a more detailed report on the findings will be made available 
to participants only. 

You will be asked to provide your email information to access the survey questions.  If you provide your email or 
contact information at the end of the survey, you will receive a copy of the participant report.  Your contact 
information will not be used for any other purpose without your explicit consent. 

Please find the survey here:  http://ht.ly/HFeUp 

The survey will close February 13, 2015 at 5:00 pm PST. 

ABOUT PBI 
PBI Actuarial Consultants Ltd. is a dynamic and growing company focused on providing actuarial, administrative 
and investment consulting services for pension and benefit plans, as well as other trust funds across Canada. 

Visit our website at www.pbiactuarial.ca to learn about our services or connect with our experts for more 
information. 

http://ht.ly/HFeUp
http://www.pbiactuarial.ca/

