Transcript from Full Interview with Badger Mining Corporation

Discussing Their Benefits: Worksite Wellness Program

Renee
Hello I am Renee Schaaf, vice president at the Principal Financial Group.  Ask any employer today and probably the number one concern when it comes to employee benefits is the growing cost of health care insurance.  And health care insurance continues to be the most desired benefit by employees.  How can employers reconcile ever increasing costs with their commitment to employee financial security and need to be competitive in the market the job market?   The answer may lay in wellness.  In fact wellness programs are being hailed as the long-term solution for controlling health care costs.  While many companies are just beginning to offer wellness programs, Badger Mining Corporation based in Berlin, Wisconsin was a pioneer because it had been offering wellness at the worksite for more then a decade.  The wellness program is one reason that Badger Mining Corporation was named by an independent panel of judges as one of The Principal 10 Best Companies for 2007.  This is a national program sponsored by the Principal.  It recognizes growing companies for excellence in providing their employees with financial security through their benefits and other programs.
Sara Joyce is Vice President of Quality and Technical Support and Mellisa Stafford is Associate Development and Training Coordinator for Badger Mining and are here to tell us more about how their wellness program is working.  Thanks for joining us Sara and Mellisa.

Sara:  

Hello.
Mellisa:  

Thanks for having us.

Renee:  

Sara and Mellisa, let’s start out by learning a bit more about Badger Mining Corporation.
Sara:  

Badger Mining Corporation has been a privately held company.  We are one of the larger sand suppliers to both the oil and gas industry and the foundry industry and we have evolved through the years to be a much larger company as far as sales and our impact on our industries.  We started with a team program back in 1985 and our whole culture is team based and that’s what we really pride ourselves on.  The structure of the company there is an advisory team consisting of five people that consists of the CEO, the President and the Controller and then we have a leader’s team for each of the functional areas operation, quality, and associate development.  So we are a very progressive, dynamic company that really put a lot of faith into our associates which is really what makes us a really good company.  So that’s when you talk about benefits those are very important to us. 

Renee:
I would, I would agree and it sounds like you do have a company that has been structured in a unique and very successful way.  As I said Badger Mining started its wellness program ten years ago, long before it was a hot topic in the benefits world.  What motivated your company to start this program?
Mellisa:
It was really a group of folks probably from our resource center here located in Berlin, Wisconsin um just got together and independently put together a, a group that was called the Wellness Support Group.  And it was sort of like what Weight Watcher’s does only it was a group of our internal associates that got together and they did different challenges and made different recipes and really supported one another.  So that was back in early nineties that that had started.  Then as time sort of went on um we started budgeting for a wellness team.  We got uh groups together from each one of our locations and really developed the, the wellness team as a whole and we have about fifteen associates company wide that participate on that specific team which focuses on our health risk assessment, the different seasonal challenges that we do, and um doing the education throughout the company based on our risk factors that we have identified, our top three risk factors.
Renee 

Your program has evolved over the years, could you describe what makes up your wellness program today?
Sara  

Probably the most important is once a year we do have a company come in a do health screenings where they evaluate your weight, some blood work, your overall statistics and then you have that done and then you also have coaching that follows that.  You have phone calls um from a health coach that helps you design your own program for what your needs are.  You also fill out a survey so those, those appraisals give us a baseline to work from and they are at no cost to the associate and it’s also for the associates and their spouses.  We do those health risk appraisals.  We have a health monitoring program for associates that work in the mines they, they have scheduled physicals with which our company paid also and then we have company paid physicals that if you are on our insurance plan you can go have a complete physical and the company will pay for it.  Oh we do a lot of fun little challenges through, through the year.  The summer we try to have a challenge that involves exercise.  So we have these teams of three or four set up at various locations and the people that meet their goal will win you know a prize or more of that type of thing.  The health coaching is very important because that’s completely individualized.  Your health coach uh will call you and you can talk about your specific needs.  They will send you resources.  We do various educational events throughout the year, lunch and learns where maybe our provider will come in or we, we will do something on wellness.  Healthy snacks we provide once a month for the for everybody you know instead of donuts we bring in the very healthy foods sometimes here we have like salad days where we bring in all the fixings for salads, things like that.  The challenges are fun through the year because you set up a friendly competition between divisions, between teams, that type of thing.  So we are always trying to do something new and innovative.  We have monthly challenges which is a sheet that you just check off of things that you do during the month and then you get rewarded for that as well.  Some of those are like take your blood pressure, drink more water, don’t eat sweets for a day, but it’s not so overwhelming that you couldn’t, the average person couldn’t do it.  Its simple stuff, just you know eat lunch in one day and you check these off and you get rewarded.  We also have that program for children which are fun little challenges for kids to do like brush your teeth two times and things like that.  So that’s some of the things that we do to keep wellness in the associates’ minds.
Renee 

Wow it sounds like a very comprehensive program. You also reward employees for being healthy.  Tell us about Badger bucks.
Mellisa
Well that, the Badger Bucks Program really sort of grew within about the past eighteen months.  What we had been doing with folks was rewarding them from a monetary standpoint so if you went and took the health risk appraisal then you got a check card not a check card but a cash card and what we decided to do was turn that into Badger Bucks instead.  So focusing not only on our associates health and wellness but also financial stability.  We took the money or the monetary rewards that they would get and we turned them into Badger Bucks.  Now they have the ability to put that either into their 401(k), their Roth 401(k) or their Section 125.  So its not necessarily just a card that they get and then they can go spend whatever, they can still choose that if they want, but they also have the Badger Bucks option and they can invest that money.  So we are really taking our Wellness Program and the rewards that we’re paying out and connecting them to the other parts of our associate’s lives.  And the Badger Bucks are paid out not only for the health risk assessments but also the monthly challenges that we have in our exercise pays program and we had a lunch and learn last year where they did little trivia questions and they paid out five dollars worth of Badger Bucks on there so it’s really been an incredibly successful program with us and this year I think just as many people put the money into their 401(k) as they took a payout.  So it was something that we just tried we did not know what the response would be and it has been incredibly positive.
Renee:  

Sounds like terrific positive reward for the program.  What is the participation like in your Wellness Program?
Mellisa:  

It really depends.  On our health risk assessment we reward very well for going into that program or, or taking, we don’t have anything that is voluntary at this point, so if somebody decides to do the health risk assessment and then they have to go through one coaching session there is a payout for that and last year we had about ninety-eight percent participation and this year I think we had about ninety percent participation.  So that was for the health risk assessment.  For the healthy habits and exercise pays those are sort of the ongoing programs throughout the year the monthly and then the ongoing.  We probably have anywhere from I’d say fifty to sixty-five percent of our folks because we, we market the, the Wellness Program very, very heavily.  We’ve got excellent IT programs where we can post this information out on the Intranet.  We do postings on the bulletin boards we do voicemails and then we have the, the wellness team uh members at each location so you’ve got the actual associate promoting the program too so its really, really heavily promoted and that’s where we get a lot of our just fantastic participation from that standpoint.
Renee:  

Any examples of employees learning about health risks that they might not have been aware of had it not been for your screening?
Sara:  

I think there are several examples and I can only speak from a personal example with my husband when he had the first screening here. He is diabetic and his blood sugar was quite high and after he had talked to his coach that did encourage him to see his doctor and they switched his medication and in three and three months later his blood sugar was much more in the range of where they needed it to be.  So for him being a spouse the health coaching really helps him.  He talks to probably more then some of our associates because they’ve taught him how to eat, they’ve sent him some things, got him involved in the American Diabetes Association and all those things that have helped him quite a bit through the last years and he has been pretty stable so and I really do credit that to Badger’s Wellness Program because he probably wouldn’t have had that he’d struggle.  They did they had to add more medication but at the same time he learned quite a bit from that coaching his coaching session.
Mellisa:  

And then I can think of five examples of associates right off the top of my head who have come to me and, and sort of explained prior to the coaching and the more in depth health risk assessments prior to that point they didn’t spend as much time focusing on an exercise program, they didn’t spend as much time focusing on what they were eating, how they were eating, how their body was reacting to what they were eating.  So it’s been incredibly beneficial and those were just the folks that volunteered to come forward with their stories or caught me at one of the plants or whatever just to share with me that they’ve had they’ve learned some really good information and it’s really made an impact on their health and wellness.  And I’m sure there are more than that.
Renee:  

These are terrific examples.  Any examples of employees taking steps to correct unhealthy lifestyles?  
Mellisa:  

I can think of one example of one of our associates who had been incredibly inactive.  It wasn’t that he necessarily um was unhealthy but he really just didn’t pay a whole lot of attention to what he was eating and how he was preparing food for himself and his family and because of this he he started walking and then the walking program led him to join a local gym and focusing much more on those the focusing much more on a healthier lifestyle.  And then he was the only one who had participated the previous year, then this year because the health coach was calling him and he was making these changes, his wife then expressed interest and she started participating this year also.  So it is really reaching the individuals and the affects that they have on the family too.  So there’s been a lot of positive um examples like that.
Renee:  

Do you see the Wellness Program having any impact on costs?
Mellisa:  

In November when our benefit associate gave her presentation she was able to inform all of our associates that we’re going to come in considerably under where we had budgeted.  It’s because of a lot of the benefit programs that we have in place.  So besides all of the wellness, we have a program where we essentially have prescription consultants.  We’ve got a number that we can call and our associates can get information on prescription, half tab programs things like that.  So opportunities for them to save money.  And when we can put programs like that in place for no or minimal costs to the company then it just goes to show a savings all around. 
Renee:  

I understand that you have a wellness task force that is looking at ways to take your program to the next level, tell us about that.
Mellisa:  

The wellness task force is made up of oh nine individuals throughout the company that have come forward and expressed an interest in driving wellness further from a continuous improvement standpoint.  They came forward and they said you know I think what we are doing is good but could we do better.  What would happen if we made certain things mandatory?  You know there is a lot of talk out in the media today about how companies are really getting intimately involved in their employee’s lifestyles and charging them based on lifestyle decisions that they choose to make.  Is that something that we need to do, because we are so concerned with our associates and because we are a company that absolutely focuses on continuous improvement all of the time.  So that task force has gotten together and the thing that we really want to do though, the one goal that team really has is to make wellness as important as safety, environmental, quality and teams.  To really focus on making that just as important as focusing on our associates while they are here making sure they are compensated fairly for the jobs that they are doing.  Making sure that you know they are set when they do decide to go into retirement and then when they do go into retirement, they do it healthy.  So that’s really the vision of that task force.  Making sure that we are getting the proper programs in place and we’re collecting the proper information to be able to get out the right education to our associates.  And it’s going to take awhile, that team has just been assembled probably within the last six months and we’re anticipating it is going to take at least another year before their recommendations that come forward on how we want to proceed.
Renee:  

Its’ clear that your Wellness Program is a very vibrant part of your overall benefits package.  I said earlier that your Wellness Program was one factor in Badger being named as one of The Principal 10 Best, but the rest of your program is just as stellar, could you give us an overview?

Sara:  

Certainly.  I think one of the most stellar things that we have is we have at this point do not charge for health insurance or charge our associates.  We are still a hundred percent employer paid personal medical insurance for employees and dependents.  The 401K is a three percent match which is also going to be increased next year.  Our profit sharing plan has been extremely lucrative and the profit sharing plan was put in by the families that own the company that they would distribute a certain percentage of the profits every year to the directly to the associates that work here.  That percentage has not changed through good times and bad times so our profit sharing program is a very important reward system because it is really a direct result of what the associates do during their work time.  We also have short term and long term disability and long term care insurance and really the main thing about Badger Mining it really is like working in a family, the family atmosphere we provide all these benefits because we believe our associates are our most important resource.  And its also the family atmosphere the team atmosphere the fact that teams have a lot of freedom to work on their process, improve their process, shut down the process if they need to and I think that and the flexibility we also have a guaranteed forty hour work week so if you have a child that needs has a doctor’s appointment you get paid for that time and that flexibility I think really sets us apart also as along with our other benefits.  And it does make for a lot of long term associates our we have a very low turnover rate, I’ve been here twenty-three years, you know there are a lot of us that have been here a very long time and that I think makes our company stand out quite a bit.  
Renee:  

My guests have been Sara Joyce, Vice President of Quality and Technical Support and Mellisa Stafford is Associate Development and Training Coordinator at Badger Mining Corporation one of The Principal 10 Best Companies for 2007.  Thank you for joining us.
Sara:  

Thank you for having us.
Mellisa:  

Thanks Renee.
Renee:  

If you’d like more information on The Principal 10 Best Program visit our website at www.principal.com/10.  That’s the number ten.  There you can get to know more about our winners, you can enter your company in the 2008 competition and you can download our Best Practices Guide.  I’m Renee Schaaf.  Thanks for joining us.  

