
EMPLOYERS
Profitable Businesses Rely on Healthy Workers
The health of employees is rooted in the homes and communities where they live and work. Good health 
is not just a benefit for children, adults, and our elders. When workers feel well, businesses have the 
person-power they need to prosper. 

Illnesses like asthma, diabetes, and obesity cause missed work and lower productivity. These illnesses 
are also associated with housing and neighborhood quality. The impact of this lost productivity and 
absenteeism is staggering for businesses. 1

 •  Asthma is responsible for 14 million missed work days each year for adults. This includes work 
missed by parents when their children are sick with asthma. The result is $5.1 billion in lost  
productivity and $15.6 billion in direct medical expenses. 2, 3

 •  Each year, obesity costs employers $73 billion—between $1,000 and $6,000 per obese worker— 
due to medical expenses, sick days, and lost productivity. 4  

As damaging as illness is for business, unhealthy homes also threaten the future of the workforce.  
Children who are sick, hungry, or under stress due to unaffordable housing or unhealthy homes face 
greater challenges learning in school. Frequent moves or housing crowding is associated with poorer 
health, more developmental delays, and lower weights for children. 5

Long Commutes Take a Toll on Employees
In a recent survey, 48 percent of commuting workers reported that their commute has a significant  
impact on job satisfaction. Fifteen percent said they would change jobs to shorten their commute, and 
four percent reported that they had called in sick to work because they could not face their commute. 6 
When communities are designed and businesses located so that workers live near where they work,  
the stress of commuting decreases.

Creating Healthy Homes & Communities Throughout Minnesota

A healthier workforce results in lower health 
insurance premiums.  
Health insurance is typically the most expensive 
benefit provided by employers—and premiums 
rose 138% between 1999 and 2010. Supporting the 
health of workers can be an important cost-con-
tainment strategy. 7



Healthy Neighborhoods and Safe, Affordable Housing Choices Help  
Employees Thrive where they Live and Work
Affordable housing and healthy, safe communities make it easier for workers  
to achieve the best possible health. 

Bicycle paths, parks, walkways, local shopping facilities, and a variety of  
businesses mixed in with housing all have been shown to increase people’s 
physical activity and nutrition. When people get good food to eat and adequate 
exercise, performance in the workplace can improve, too. 

 •  In one study of ten U.S. cities, having four or more different types of businesses 
in a neighborhood significantly increased walking trips by area residents. 8  
Feeling unsafe in a neighborhood has also been found to contribute to obesity, 
possibly because people are less likely to walk outside. 9

	 •  People with better access to supermarkets have healthier diets and lower  
levels of obesity. 10 Yet 21 percent of Minnesota’s census tracts have low access 
to supermarkets that sell a variety of foods and are low-income tracts. Just  
over half are in rural areas. 11

Safe, affordable housing choices make it easier for families to take care of their 
health—and focus on their work. People living in unaffordable housing are more 
likely to forego health care or needed medications.12 Children can experience  
developmental delays and behavior problems when housing is unaffordable to 
their families.  13–15 When employees or their children are sick, people miss work  
or are distracted on the job. Employers in many communities have found that  
addressing housing affordability is good for their bottom line.

Allina Talks Wellness
Allina is one of many employers making 
a difference in the health of communities. 
Allina Buffalo Hospital’s Let’s Talk Wellness 
initiative in Buffalo, Minnesota meets  
people in the community where they live  
to make staying healthy more convenient. 
The program uses interactive discussions 
to encourage people to use resources right 
in the neighborhood to be healthy. In a 
series of classes presented at businesses, 
community centers, or schools, community 
members learn tips on topics such as stress 
management, exercise, and healthy eating.
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Healthy neighborhoods and housing choices help employees feel their best.



Employers Have Options for Contributing to Healthier Housing  
and Communities
Employers can:

 •  Educate employees about healthy housing and how to identify housing  
problems that may affect health.

 • Provide employee benefits for healthy home improvements.
 • Invest in employer-assisted housing programs.
 •  Provide bike racks, transit passes, or other benefits to promote alternatives  

to driving alone. 
 •  Enhance pedestrian access to your business and to outside employee  

break areas. 
 • Hold a “Walk, Bike, or Bus to Work” week.
 •  Work with insurance carriers and medical providers to implement preventive 

health care strategies. 
 •  Advocate at the city, regional, state, and federal levels for better neighborhood 

planning and housing policies. Policy examples include: sufficient funding  
for housing, Safe Routes to School programs, Complete Streets policies, and 
walkable neighborhoods.

 •  Become a business leader for community improvement projects. Improve 
sidewalks or paths that connect community to commercial areas, plant trees 
or native plants or sponsor planting efforts, sponsor community health fairs, 
donate land for a park, etc.

Minnesota is poised to be a national leader as business, government, and the  
nonprofit sectors come together to promote healthy homes and communities. Em-
ployers are important assets to local communities, and have much to  
contribute. The backing of business helps ensure that today’s workers, retirees, 
and the workers of the future can thrive with the best possible health.

First Homes—Rochester
First Homes in Rochester, Minnesota was 
initiated with seed contributions from the 
Rochester Area Foundation and Mayo  
Clinic to alleviate a severe housing short-
age for working families. Community 
residents, businesses, and organizations 
have invested more than $14 million and 
have created over 875 homes for working 
families within 30 miles of Rochester.

Employers play a key role in promoting health for employees.
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The Alliance for Healthy Homes and Communities is a partnership of Sustainable Resources Center, Minnesota Housing Partnership, 
Southwest Minnesota Housing Partnership, and the Minnesota Green Communities initiative of the Family Housing Fund and Greater 
Minnesota Housing Fund with the goal of creating a statewide alliance to promote healthy homes and communities in Minnesota. The 
Alliance was formed through a planning grant from the Blue Cross and Blue Shield of Minnesota Foundation. www.alliancehhc.org

References
1 Ross, C, K Leone de Nie, S Benjamin, J Barringer, H McCarey, J Doyle, M Hashas, D Pierce, and S Vedala. Healthy Housing: Forging the Economic and  
 Empirical Foundation. Center for Quality Growth and Regional Development, Georgia Institute of Technology. 2006 Dec.
2 Mannino D, D Homa, L Akinbami, et al. Surveillance for asthma, United States, 1980-1999. MMWR CDC Surveill Summ. 2002;51 (SS01):1-13. 
3 Morbidity and Mortality: 2009 Chart Book on Cardiovascular, Lung, and Blood Diseases, National Institutes of Health. 
4 Finkelstein E, M DiBonaventura, S Burgess, B Hale. The costs of obesity in the workplace. J Occup Environ Med. 2010 Oct; 52(10):971-6. 
5 Cutts D, A Meyers, M Black, et al. U.S. housing insecurity and the health of very young children. Am J Public Health. 2011; 101:1508–14. 
6 Road Wage Survey. Workforce Institute, Kronos Incorporated. 2011. 
7 Employer Health Benefits 2011 Annual Survey. Kaiser Family Foundation.
8 Boer, R, Y Zheng, A Overton, G Ridgeway, D Cohen. Neighborhood Design and Walking Trips in Ten U.S. Metropolitan Areas. Am J Prev Med. 2007 Apr;  
 32(4):298–304. 
9 Fish, J, S Ettner, A Ang, A Brown. Association of Perceived Neighborhood Safety on Body Mass Index. Am J Public Health. 2010 Nov; 100(11):2296-2303.
10 Larson, N, M Story, M Nelson. Neighborhood environments: disparities in access to healthy foods in the U.S. Am J Prev Med. 2009; 36(1): 74-81.
11 Minnesota Housing Partnership analysis of USDA data at http://www.ers.usda.gov/data/fooddesert/index.htm.
12 Pollack C, B Griffin, J Lynch. Housing Affordability and Health among Homeowners and Renters. Am J Prev Med. 2010 Dec; 39(6):515-21.
13 Frank, D, P Casey, et al. Cumulative Hardship and Wellness of Low-Income, Young Children: Multisite Surveillance Study. Pediatrics. 2010; 125(5).
14 Cutts D, A Meyers , M Black, et al. U.S. housing insecurity and the health of very young children. Am J Public Health. 2011; 101:1508–14.
15 Tucker, CJ, J Marx, L Long. Moving On: Residential Mobility and Children’s School Lives. Sociology of Education. 1998; 71(2): 111-129.

4


