Virginia has work force in fit shape
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If it's true that the right attitude starts at the top, then the state of Virginia should be filled with healthy, fitness-oriented individuals. 

About 20 years ago, the state contracted with Continental Health Promotion Inc. in Richmond to implement a health and wellness program for state employees. Virginia was one of the first states to do this. Since then, most other states have set up some type of wellness program, many of them less comprehensive than the one here.

Virginia's effort began as a pilot program at the Department of Motor Vehicles, the College of William and Mary and Old Dominion University.

Today, CommonHealth, as this program has come to be known, is offered to employees of nearly 500 participating state agencies. The state pays $30 annually for each of the 130,000 eligible employees to have access to CommonHealth programs. That's an investment of nearly $4 million.

With more than a dozen regional health educators located throughout the state, CommonHealth runs fitness programs, weight-loss challenges (complete with prizes), cholesterol and blood-pressure screenings, and more. The program's Web site, www.commonhealthva.com, encourages participants to read helpful tips and to share what's worked for them.

Sure, there are still going to be people who don't take advantage of the wealth of information that's put out there by CommonHealth. But at least it's out there, where they can tap into it if they have a particular health concern.

"We get people from every walk of life and every area," said Rose O'Toole, a CommonHealth regional coordinator for the past 2 1/2 years. And the programs are set up to appeal to all those different types of people in different jobs.

"It's not for one group of people," O'Toole said. "It's for everyone."

One day she might be talking to Virginia Department of Transportation employees about the importance of using sunscreen while working outside on the state's roads. Another day she could be giving away "The Pill Book" and explaining health-care do's and don'ts to employees at one of the state's colleges.

Recently, O'Toole went to Deep Meadow Correctional Center in Powhatan County to teach employees there how to gain strength by doing simple exercises with resistance tubing. Prison guards, administrative workers and even the warden came out. Then, she left them with the tubing and a booklet explaining the recommended exercises.

In most parts of the state, CommonHealth is running these one-time information sessions more often than regular fitness classes. That way, employees can take the information and do the exercises on their own. There are a few state agencies, however, that offer on-site fitness classes to employees as well.

Deep Meadow Correctional Center has been offering CommonHealth programs for about a year. Stephanie Asbell, a human resources director there, said employees are eating it up.

"They're very excited about the programs coming up and learning more about how to improve their own health and fitness," she said.

CommonHealth offers a mix of programs, most of which are designed to motivate state employees to be more active and more aware of what they're eating and drinking. There also is a smoking-cessation program and several stress-reduction techniques.

For instance, from January to April, CommonHealth is going to encourage state employees to eat lunch somewhere other than their desks.

Why?

Eating in a lunchroom, outside in a courtyard or at a nearby restaurant allows a true break from the workplace, O'Toole said. It allows people to interact with one another in a nonwork environment. It's generally more relaxing than eating in front of a computer screen or near the phone. And it helps people be more aware of what they're eating.

"It not only makes them eat less, it makes them eat healthier," O'Toole said. CommonHealth is trying to prompt state employees to think about these kinds of choices.

"We're trying to improve the quality of their life," O'Toole said.
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