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Health risk assessments can benefit 
both employee and employer by 
providing actionable information. Here 
are ten best practices for successful 
assessments.

Making the Most 
of Annual Health 
Assessments
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H
ealth risk assessments are considered by many 
to be a core best-practice component of an em-
ployee health management program. First intro-
duced to the workplace around 1980, health risk 
assessments originally were designed to predict 

the probability of common causes of death based on an indi-
vidual’s lifestyle and biometric risk factors.

Health management professionals have learned over the 
years that the health risk assessment, as a tool, has a unique 
ability to deliver information that is actionable at the individ-
ual level, while providing population-level data that can 

help employers plan, implement and evaluate workplace 
wellness programs. 

An annual health risk assessment provides information 
on many aspects of employee and organizational health and 
well-being, from employee health risks, health behaviors and 
motivational factors to validated predictions of near-term 
future health care utilization and costs. 

While the annual health risk assessment exists as an es-
sential element in workplace wellness programs, design-
ers of these tools are beginning to move toward a broader 
health assessment model using technology-based tools that 

continually gather data about an individual’s life, hab-
its, well-being and physical and mental performance. 

This evolution toward ongoing, real-time health as-
sessment aligns with the “Quantified Self ” 

movement.1 It has the potential 
to provide a much deeper 

understanding of indi-
vidual health behav-

iors that, in turn, 
will inform the 

design of in-
terventions 
and com-
m u n i c a -
tions that 
drive high-
er levels of 
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long-term engagement and behavior 
change.

However, in this article we are fo-
cusing on the individual health risk 
assessment as it is commonly used 
in worksite health management pro-
grams today and will be for the imme-
diate future.

Creating Teachable Moments
Employers can use health assess-

ment data in many ways that bring val-
ue to their corporate health and well-
ness programs, including:

•	 Developing a strategic plan that 
guides wellness program deci-
sions

•	 Evaluating the influence their 
program is having on employee 
health, health risks and health 
behaviors

•	 Creating “teachable moments” 
for individual participants at a 
time when they are receptive to 
health-related information and 
recommendations.

Teachable moments are golden op-
portunities to engage employees in 

health improvement because they can 
serve as a trigger for initiating steps 
toward behavior changes that reduce 
health risks and improve health. For 
example, for many people, learn-
ing that their stress-related risks are 
higher than those of co-workers or 
that they are at elevated risk for de-
veloping diabetes is the jump-start 
they need to take action and make 
changes that truly improve their lives. 
This initial commitment, triggered by 
the assessment process, can serve as a 
gateway to taking actions such as en-
gaging in physical activity, enrolling 
in a stress management program or 
seeking professional help in dealing 
with depression.

But employers should take heed and 
remember that a health risk assessment 
does not constitute a wellness program. 
The assessment can play an important 
role in improving population health, 
but only when integrated into a broader 
initiative that includes targeted follow-
up programs to help individuals reduce 
the health risks identified and priori-
tized in the health assessment.

Safe and Effective use  
of Health Risk Assessments

For an organization to get the most 
from a health risk assessment—in 
terms of employee participation, qual-
ity data and true engagement—em-
ployees need to trust the process and 
have confidence that their employer 
has their best interests at heart.

Employers can build trust by helping 
employees understand why the compa-
ny is offering the assessment and how it 
will use the data. Employees have three 
basic concerns when it comes to health 
risk assessments. An organization can 
do itself and its wellness program a 
favor by answering these questions in 
employee communications:

 1. Who will see my data?
 2. How will my data be used?
 3. How will my data be kept private 

and secure?
An employer can help employees 

understand the value of the health 
risk assessment by consistently com-
municating messages that explain the 
process, underscore what individual 
employees get in return when they 
complete an assessment and address 
privacy concerns. For example, it may 
want to tell employees:

•	 When they complete the annual 
health risk assessment, they will 
receive personalized information 
about their health and how to 
protect  it  by making some 
changes in their health habits.

•	 Completing the health risk as-
sessment will help employees 
identify available programs and 
resources to help improve and 
protect their health.

health risk assessments

learn more >>
Education
Health Care Management Conference
April 13-15, Santa Monica, California
Visit www.ifebp.org/healthcare for more information.
Wellness and Disease Management
Visit www.ifebp.org/elearning for more information.

From the Bookstore
Healthy Employees, Healthy Business: Easy, Affordable Ways to Promote  
Workplace Wellness, Second Edition
Ilona Bray. Nolo. 2012.
Visit www.ifebp.org/books.asp?8907 for more details. 
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•	 They have the freedom to choose which programs they 
participate in, regardless of their health assessment re-
sults.

•	 They can get even more out of the health risk assess-
ment by using tools and resources available from their 
employer to track their health throughout the year.

Best Practices for a Successful  
Health Risk Assessment

Research has shown that following best practices for em-
ployee health management programs can help employers 
achieve better health outcomes and better financial results. 
Offering an annual health risk assessment in and of itself has 
been identified through research as a core best-practice ap-
proach. Population health studies have linked a range of risk 
factors measured by health risk assessments to current and 
future health care costs, as well as to absenteeism and presen-
teeism (i.e., on-the-job productivity loss).

Additionally, research has shown that wellness program 
participants who complete a health risk assessment as a guide 
to participating in risk reduction programs have significantly 
greater health care savings than those who participate with-
out this guidance. These findings demonstrate the predictive 
capabilities of the health risk assessment and the potential 
for using this data to plan programs, maximize the value of 
behavior change programs and estimate the cost impact of 
employee health management programs.

Here are ten tips an organization can use to make sure it 
is following best practices and, ultimately, optimizing its use 
of the annual health assessment:
 1.  Do make sure that participants—and the confidentiality 

and security of their personal health information—are 
top of mind when implementing a health assessment.

 2.  Do not position the health risk assessment as something 
that the employer is doing to employees but, rather, as a 
valuable tool it is making available to help them better 
understand and protect their health.

 3.  Do use individual data to increase employee health 
awareness and connect individuals with activities that 
can improve their health.

 4.  Do not use responses to influence future benefits costs 
for individual employees. If health plan premiums are 

tied to tobacco use, for example, the adjustments should 
not be based on health risk assessment data.

 5.  Do not share individual employee data with any entity 
not involved in implementing or evaluating the health 
management program. Any data shared with the em-
ployer should be at an aggregate level that makes it im-
possible to identify individual health assessment partici-
pants.

 6.  Do use participant-level data to enhance the relationship 
between the individual employee and his or her health 
coach, being sure to inform the employee that the coach 
has access to health assessment data only to support him 
or her in health improvement efforts.

 7.  Do use the health risk assessment to generate an indi-
vidual health score for the employee.

 8.  Do not share the individual health risk assessment re-
sults with physicians or other health care providers who 
are not part of the program delivery team unless this is 
agreed to by the participant.

 9.  Do comply with all relevant laws and regulations, such 
as the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability 
Act and Equal Employment Opportunity Commission 
rules, and make sure any vendors the employer works 
with also abide by these regulations.

 10.  Do understand and follow best practices if a financial 
incentive is offered in conjunction with completion of 
the health risk assessment to avoid potential discrimi-
nation. And if the company offers an outcome-based 
incentive that uses health assessments and/or biomet-
ric screenings, be sure that the program abides by fed-
eral employment laws and regulations.

To make the most of the data collected in the annual 
health risk assessment, an organization should connect the 
dots with other data that its program is generating—bio-
metric screening data, data from fitness trackers, data from 
on-site challenges, coaching data and data from web-based 
games, to name a few. By doing so, the employer will get 
a more complete and useful picture of the health of indi-
vidual employees and of its entire workforce population.

Additional Resources
For any human resource or benefits professional, having 
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a thorough understanding of how the 
annual health risk assessment works 
and the full value it can deliver to the 
organization would be time well spent. 
An organization’s wellness vendor can 
provide more information about health 
assessments.  The following articles and 
research on the effectiveness of health 
risk assessments, the predictive nature 
of health assessment data and best 
practices may also be helpful:

•	 Guide to Community Preventive 
Services, an assessment of health 
risks with feedback to change em-
ployees’ health, is available at 
www.thecommunityguide.org/
worksite/ahrf.html. The guide was 
last updated October 25, 2013.

•	 A Framework for Patient-Cen-

tered Health Risk Assessments: 
Providing Health Promotion and 
Disease Prevention Services to 
Medicare Beneficiaries by Ron Z. 
Goetzel, Ph.D.; Paula Staley, 
M.P.A., RN; Lydia Ogden, Ph.D., 
M.P.P.; Paul Stange, M.P.H.; Jared 
Fox, Ph.D., M.P.P.; Jason  Span-
gler, M.D., M.P.H.; Maryam Ta-
brizi, M.S.; Meghan Beckowski, 
M.P.H.; Niranjana Kowlessar, 
Ph.D.; Russell E. Grasgow, Ph.D.; 
Martina V. Taylor, M.T. (ASCP); 
a n d  C h e s l e y  
Richards, M.D., M.P.H., is avail-
able at www.cdc.gov/policy/ohsc/
HRA/FrameworkForHRA.pdf.

•	 “Health Assessment,” a chapter by 
David Anderson, Paul Terry and 

Erin Seaverson in Health Promo-
tion in the Workplace, 4th Edition, 
edited by Michael P. O’Donnell, 
M.B.A., M.P.H., Ph.D.

•	 “The Role of Worksite Health 
Screening: A Policy Statement” 
from the American Heart Asso-
ciation in Circulation, July 10, 
2014, is available at http://circ 
. ahajourna ls . o r g / c o n t e n t /
e a r l y / 2 0 1 4 / 0 7 / 1 0 /
CIR.0000000000000079.citation. 

•	 “Biometric Health Screening for 
Employers: Consensus Statement 
of the Health Enhancement Re-
search Organization, American 
College of Occupational and En-
vironmental Medicine, and Care 
Continuum Alliance” in the Jour-
nal of Occupational and Environ-
mental Medicine, October 2013; 
55(10):1244-51 is available at 
www.the-hero.org/Research/bio-
metric_health_screening_state-
ment.pdf.  

Endnote

 1. The Quantified Self movement involves 
using technology to track many aspects of a per-
son’s life, such as food consumed and mental and 
physical performance. Data is gathered using 
sensors and computers worn on the body.

health risk assessments

takeaways >>
•   Equipped with the results of a recent health risk assessment, employees may be more 

receptive to health-related information and recommendations.

•   An assessment needs to be part of a broader initiative that includes targeted programs 
to help individuals reduce health risks.

•   Employees need to trust the assessment process and believe that their employer has 
their best interests at heart.

•   Assessments should be communicated as valuable tools that will help employees better 
understand and protect their health.

•   Be sure that an assessment or biometric screening tied to outcome-based incentives 
complies with federal employment laws and regulations.
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