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Volunteering with co-workers to improve a workforce’s community  
can have many benefits—for an employer as well as its employees.

Integrating Employee 
Volunteer Programs 
and Wellness:  
Healthy Communities 
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T
he wellness field is rediscovering the key role of 
a healthy environment, culture and policies in 
supporting healthy lifestyle behaviors. Employ-
ers are searching for new ways, such as microvol-
unteering on a smartphone, to engage employees 

and improve worker health and productivity. They’re focus-
ing on creating a work environment that supports employee 
efforts to improve their lifestyle by addressing all aspects of 
individual well-being—not just physical health. One impor-
tant aspect of overall well-being that tends to be overlooked 
in worksite wellness programs is community well-being—en-
gagement and involvement in one’s community. 

At the same time, corporate social responsibility has 
gained recognition as a strategy to make companies stand 
out from their competition. However, many 
companies are looking beyond the 
norm of cash donations and are 
seeking innovative ways to en-

courage employees to give back and serve in their commu-
nities. An employee volunteer program (EVP) is one vehicle 
employers can use to invest in their communities.

There are many reasons companies invest in EVPs. When 
strategically integrated within business operations, EVPs can 
offer many benefits to companies, employees and the com-
munity. EVPs have been shown to: 

•	 Create employee engagement
•	 Attract better talent and increase retention
•	 Offer a competitive advantage
•	 Instill values
•	 Enhance public image
•	 Build employee morale
•	 Promote leadership and skill development
•	 Strengthen relationships with clients/customers/ 

vendors
•	 Assist in alleviating community social issues
•	  Create healthier employees. 
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One strategy employers can use to 
think outside the box of traditional 
wellness programs is to integrate an 
EVP into a worksite wellness initiative. 

Why Integrate EVPs  
With Wellness Initiatives?

There is a well-documented link be-
tween community service and health. 
Furthermore, there is a tremendous 
amount of overlap in the goals and 
best practices of worksite wellness and 
EVPs. It makes sense to integrate these 
efforts to maximize the impact of both.

A growing body of evidence shows 
that volunteering provides not just so-
cial benefits, but individual health ben-
efits as well. Some specific documented 
outcomes include greater longevity, 
higher functional ability, quicker re-
covery from illnesses and lower rates of 
depression.

A report released in 2007 by the 
Corporation for National Community 
Service revealed that people who vol-
unteer live longer—even after control-
ling for factors such as physical health, 
age, socioeconomic status and gender. 
Interestingly, these results were evident 
even at a macro level. States with higher 
levels of volunteering have lower rates 
of health issues such as heart disease.

In a study conducted by Volunteer-
Match and UnitedHealthcare called Do 
Good Live Well Study—Reviewing the 
Benefits of Volunteering, researchers 
found that employees who volunteer 
through their employer report im-
proved physical and emotional health. 
The specific benefits include reduced 
obesity, reduced stress, increased levels 
of activity, a more positive emotional 
state and higher levels of overall satis-
faction with life. It also found that em-
ployees who volunteer through their 
workplace report more positive atti-
tudes toward their employer as well as 
colleagues. 

The Gallup-Healthways Well-Being 
Index has also revealed new informa-
tion about the relationship between 
volunteering and health. Gallup and 
Healthways asked 1,000 American 
adults daily about their physical health, 
life satisfaction and community in-
volvement. Their research shows that 
people with the highest levels of life 
satisfaction are highly motivated by 
the positive impact they have had on 
others. When asked about the greatest 
contribution they had made in their 
life, with few exceptions, they cited the 
impact they have had on another per-
son, group or community. In a survey 

of more than 23,000 people who vol-
unteer in their communities, nine out 
of ten reported “getting an emotional 
boost”—feeling stronger, more ener-
getic and more motivated—after help-
ing others even in the smallest ways.

Lastly, according to a report by Re-
alizedWorth, a consulting firm special-
izing in engaging employees in corpo-
rate citizenship: “Engaged employees 
are safer employees, suggesting actively 
engaged employee volunteers experi-
ence lower levels of boredom and risk-
taking, theoretically reducing injuries. 
In addition, engaged employees benefit 
from stronger social connectivity and 
supports, which help to protect against 
poor health and mental health prob-
lems, but also increase job satisfaction, 
lower absenteeism, and reduce the po-
tential for job induced psychological 
distress.”

Given the evidence that volunteer-
ing improves individual well-being and 
life satisfaction, not to mention the oth-
er documented benefits to businesses, 
employees and the community, align-
ing employee volunteer programs with 
worksite wellness efforts is compelling.

How Are Employee Volunteer  
Programs Structured?

According to the Points of Light In-
stitute, the world’s largest nonprofit fo-
cused on volunteerism and service, an 
EVP is a planned, managed effort that 
seeks to motivate and enable employ-
ees to effectively volunteer under the 
official sponsorship and leadership of 
the employer. Employees can volunteer 
individually, as a group or as an entire 
company. Volunteer program activities 
can be as simple as a group of employ-
ees serving meals together at a home-
less shelter or as complex as a program 

learn more >>
Education
Certificate Series 
February 24-March 1, San Jose, California
Visit www.ifebp.org/certificateseries 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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that includes charitable cash donations, paid time off for vol-
unteering and volunteer work as management training.

The best practices around planning and implement-
ing employee volunteer programs are strikingly similar to 
those of worksite wellness programs. The key is to tailor the 
employee volunteer program to the organization’s business 
needs and to integrate it into the corporate culture.

The most successful EVPs integrate the priorities of the 
company, the interests of the employees and the needs of the 
community. The Points of Light Institute outlines the follow-
ing steps to building a successful employee volunteer program:

•	 Assess employee interests
•	 Identify business priorities and goals that the EVP can 

meet
•	 Secure top management support
•	 Align the EVP with the corporate vision and integrate 

it with core business functions
•	 Develop a program structure and program policies
•	 Align volunteering with financial contributions and 

in-kind support
•	 Develop mechanisms to measure the program and 

evaluate results
•	 Establish a recognition or awards program
•	 Communicate and promote efforts, both internally 

and externally.
EVPs can take many forms. Some common designs for 

EVPs are:
•	 Dollars-for-doers programs (employer matches em-

ployee volunteer hours with a financial donation to 
that nonprofit) 

•	 Matching-gift programs (employer makes a grant to 
match its employees’ financial donation)

•	 Release time for volunteering
•	 Flextime
•	 Vacation/paid time off for volunteering
•	 Team project grants
•	 Companywide recognition programs.
For more information on how to get an EVP started, 

check out the resources available through the Points of Light 
Institute.

How Can EVPs Be Integrated Into  
Wellness Initiatives? 

There are several ways in which an employer can integrate 
its corporate social responsibility and employee volunteer 

initiatives into its worksite wellness program. Here are some 
ideas on how to marry these efforts.

Rebranding

Employers that already have corporate social responsibili-
ty (CSR) and/or EVPs can simply rebrand or repackage these 
efforts as “community well-being” benefits. Even without 
professional branding or design, employers can revise their 
wellness program communication materials to describe all of 
the programs offered to enhance an individual’s community 
well-being. And employers may want to consider including 
existing benefits or programs that support other areas of an 
individual’s overall well-being such as financial, career and 
social well-being.

Wellness Champions 

The existing network of wellness champions or commit-
tee volunteers can be used to promote an EVP. Employers 
may want to arm their wellness champions with the tools 
and skills that will enable them to create real organization-
al change. What employers should aim for is a mature and 
robust network of wellness champion volunteers that uses 
training, recognition, role descriptions, incentives, regular 
meetings, data sharing and networking to maximize pro-
gram engagement.

Incentive Strategy

A common design for wellness incentive programs is a 
point-based model where employees earn rewards for meet-

takeaways >>
•   Community well-being is often overlooked in worksite wellness 

programs.

•   EVPs are a vehicle for employers to invest in their communities 
while also providing wellness benefits to their employees.

•   Research has shown a link between employees who volunteer 
and improved physical and emotional health as well as positive 
attitudes toward employers and colleagues.

•   An EVP can include release time and vacation or paid time off for 
volunteering, matching gift programs and recognition programs.

•   An  EVP can be integrated into wellness by allowing employees to 
earn wellness program points for volunteer activities, organizing 
corporate teams for charity run/walks and using existing wellness 
committee volunteers to promote the EVP.
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ing certain criteria or participating in designated activities. 
Instead of incorporating only activities related to physical 
health, expand it to include volunteer activities, either com-
pany-sponsored or individual efforts. 

Success Stories/Testimonials

An uplifting and shared experience from your commu-
nity-service projects or worksite-wellness programs can in-
spire others to make changes in their own lives, as well as 
encouraging others in their personal networks to take action. 
If you already have a forum for inviting employees to share 
success stories related to health and wellness, expand your 
inquiry to include positive experiences while volunteering.

Corporate Teams for Charity Walks

Organizing corporate teams for charity walks is an easy 
way to tie in philanthropic activity with wellness. Once your 
organization has selected a charity, determine what level of 
support the company is going to offer. This can range from 
simple organizing of teams, to marketing and promotion, 
to T-shirts and water bottles, to matching donations. Boost 
employee engagement by turning it into a competition with 
prizes for top performers.

Microvolunteering

Microvolunteering is a new form of volunteering where 
tasks are completed by a volunteer or a team of volunteers in 
small increments of time, usually done online or via smart-
phones. It typically does not require an application process, 

screening or training period, takes only minutes or a few 
hours to complete, and does not require an ongoing commit-
ment by the volunteer. 

This type of volunteering lends itself well to integrating 
with a corporate wellness program, as volunteers can com-
plete short, online challenges, contributing their professional 
skills to nonprofits anywhere in the world. Many micro-
volunteering engagements can be completed in as little as 
15 minutes, making it easy for employees to participate by 
working it into their schedules during breaks, over lunch, 
or outside of work. For example, microvolunteers can help 
translate text, locate playgrounds, report pollution and tag 
photos for the local museum. 

SkillsForChange is one such microvolunteering program 
available to employers. Managed entirely online, it allows 
employees to collaborate in team-based challenges to com-
plete small volunteer projects. The challenges are skills-
based, so employees use their core business competencies to 
complete the tasks. And because it’s online, administration is 
easy, and volunteer activities are tracked and reported back 
to the employer.

Random Acts of Kindness

Some vendors that offer health and wellness challenges 
have expanded their offerings beyond just walking and 
weight-loss challenges. Random acts of kindness is one such 
topic area, where the focus is encouraging employees to do 
“good deeds” for others.

Random acts of kindness are selfless acts performed to 
assist or cheer up another individual. When a random act 
of kindness is performed, it results in an immediate benefit 
for the recipient and instant gratification for the person that 
performed the act. The recipient is then inspired to “pay it 
forward.” It’s an exciting way to demonstrate how kindness 
can spread when we all take action.

The mutual challenge in worksite wellness and corpo-
rate social responsibility lies in changing corporate culture 
and mobilizing people to take action to better themselves 
and their communities. By integrating our efforts, we have 
that much greater a chance of success—not just in achieving 
the organizational goal of improved health, but in building 
stronger individuals, companies and communities. Being an 
engaged and contributing member of a community—and 
inspiring others to do the same—is the healthiest thing one 
can do.  

Kristie Howard, CEBS, is vice 
president of client services with 
Longfellow Benefits in Boston, 
Massachusetts. She is a co-founder 
of the Worksite Wellness Council of 

Massachusetts and is an active member of the 
Boston Chapter of the International Society of 
Certified Employee Benefit Specialists, the New 
England Employee Benefits Council and the 
National Wellness Institute. Howard earned a 
bachelor of arts degree in psychology from Emory 
University and is a certified worksite wellness 
program consultant. She can be contacted at 
khoward@lf-ben.com.
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