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Boeing goes tobacco free, transforms smoking shelters into bike parking

You know worksite wellness is taking hold at a Fortune 500 company when bicycle parking replaces smoking shelters.

Such was the case in 2008 when Boeing Co.’s Gresham site went tobacco free. It capped a year-long effort to increase awareness among employees about the importance of a tobacco-free worksite and support them with cessation services.

“The company wanted to provide a healthy workplace for employees and project a positive image to visitors, customers and the communities where our employees live and work,” says Robin Bloom, business operations senior project manager. 

Helping Oregon employers emulate the success of companies like Boeing in creating tobacco-free workplaces is a goal of the Oregon Tobacco Prevention & Education Program. By ensuring all workers breathe smoke-free air on the job, employers—with TPEP’s support—are reducing health care costs for employees and themselves. 

The National Institutes of Health estimate tobacco-related cancer costs Oregonians almost $2.4 billion a year in medical expenses and lost productivity. Smokers are 43 percent more likely than non-smokers to miss more than a week of work from illness. And Oregon employers pay up to $5,500 a year more in health care for employees who smoke.

Boeing worked hard to make its transition to tobacco free smooth. A committee of employees and leaders oversaw the process, and cessation resources were promoted at on-site health fairs. And regular communications were sent to employees for a year prior to the policy’s launch.

Bloom says tobacco use has steadily declined in the eight years since Boeing introduced its Quit for Life cessation program for employees. “The downward trend has continued on the same slope since the policy was implemented.” 

Now the only lighting up happening at the Gresham site’s former smoking shelters is from employees’ bike lights as they pedal home from work.

School’s staff sets example for kids with its own wellness efforts

At Griffin Creek Elementary School in Medford, that apple on the teacher’s desk is likely to compete for space with a gym bag, a workout video, a bicycle helmet and a low-fat lunch salad.

Physical activity and nutrition have been fully incorporated into the culture at the Medford school, thanks in part to a $25,000 wellness OEA Choice Trust Wellness Grant it received two years ago. The grant has allowed Griffin Creek to offer a variety of health and wellness activities for its 50 full- and part-time employees, from yoga, Tai Chi, jazz dancing and personal training, to weight management programs, healthy cooking classes and screenings.

“We’re a pretty healthy staff to begin with,” says Ginny Hicks, Griffin Creek’s principal. She points out the school’s monthly 2K runs and walks for students and teachers, and its participation in the annual Presidential Physical Fitness Awards program that recognizes students for their abilities in several exercises.

But the grant has helped the school shift its health and wellness program into overdrive by integrating physical activity and nutrition into the daily activities of administrators, teachers, custodians and other staffers, as well as students. 

“It’s taken two years, but the talk here is about being healthy,” Hicks says.

The grant allowed the school to partner with the local YMCA to bring health screenings, after-school personal training, a “boot camp” and other fitness classes to employees at the school. It has also paid for healthy cooking classes taught by the high school culinary arts teacher and “lunch-and-learn” sessions where physicians give health lectures to teachers during staff professional development days.

The school also offers fun competitions for the staff throughout the year, including contests for the tastiest and most nutritious soups and salads, as well as weight loss challenges. “If you need to lose weight and there are friends around you who are losing pounds, it becomes kind of contagious to be healthy,” Hicks says. 

In the last two years, the Griffin Creek staff’s collective body mass index has dropped a total of 4 percent; body fat is down almost 11 percent; and flexibility has increased 22 percent. Employees have lost a total of more than 300 pounds.

There’s a library of employee-donated health and wellness books in the staff room, and if it gets a third-year renewal of the OEA Choice Trust Wellness Grant, the school plans to buy exercise videos and equipment for a room above the school gymnasium.

The effort has been positive for the school’s students, she says. “Those of us who’ve been around a long time have seen a higher percentage of children who are in a lot poorer physical shape. But because we do a lot of programs that include kids, last year we had a lot of our kids tested, and they are less obese on average than the rest of the state.”

And not only is tobacco use by Griffin Creek employees prohibited on the school campus, but not one staff member uses tobacco.

For employers attempting to create sustainable physical activity, nutrition and tobacco-free programs, Hicks says variety is the key. “Try to have something for everybody. Not everyone is ready for a big, rigorous workout. Try to have a variety of activities to appeal to a broad audience,” she adds. “What sustains it is when you have personal success and when you’re surrounded by other people who are taking steps to improve their own.”
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