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L iliana Rojas experienced her light-bulb mo-
ment during a conversation with transit 
workers about the importance of hydration.

Rojas, who in 2017 had become the wellness 
program manager for Montgomery County Gov-
ernment in Rockville, Maryland, was working on 
gaining buy-in for the wellness program. She was 
talking with a group of bus drivers about how 
they could make water more appealing and how 
much they should drink.

“They said, ‘We’re driving a bus all day long. 
We can’t be drinking water all day long because 
we have limited bathroom breaks,’” she recalled. 

Rojas quickly realized that getting workers to 
engage with the wellness program was going to 
require her to figure out the needs of employees in 
the county’s multiple departments and tailor pro-
gramming to fit those needs.

Diverse Departments
Located outside of Washington, D.C., Mont-

gomery County employs 9,600 people perform-
ing a wide range of jobs in 300-plus locations. The 
plan covers members of the county council, po-
lice officers and firefighters, clerical workers and 
more.

“Department cultures are unique,” Rojas said. 
Even though some of the health challenges—such 
as diabetes, hypertension, obesity—might be the 
same, “You can’t teach a public safety officer the 
way that you are going to teach a clerical worker,” 
she explained.

Depending on their jobs, employees deal 
with different types of stress, get varying levels 
of physical activity and work varying types of 
schedules.

“That was something that took me a while to 
learn, and the only way that I was able to start 
educating myself was to be out of the office and 
actually start immersing myself into the dif-
ferent departments. That was the best way to 

learn—to be able to experience what each de-
partment was like and to be able to talk to em-
ployees and know what their daily life is like,” 
Rojas said.

Gaining Trust and Buy-In
That immersive approach also helped Rojas 

gain the trust of workers, which is important for a 
wellness program that collects data on their health 
habits.

The county’s wellness vendor is Virgin Pulse, 
and employees are asked to wear fitness track-
ers. Rojas discovered that workers were suspi-
cious of those trackers and questioned why the 
county wanted to gather the information. A 
common reaction was, “You just want to know 
where I’m at, if I’m working, if I’m taking too 
many breaks.”

“It was a really prevalent thought among the 
employee population,” she noted.

Rojas battled that false perception by educat-
ing employees on what the trackers do and what 
information would be shared with her, which in-
cludes overall engagement, enrollment and their 
interest in health topics.

“They knew they could trust the program, 
and they knew that they could trust that their 
data was going be kept private,” she said.

It’s also important for wellness managers to get 
to know their employer’s senior leaders and edu-
cate them about the program. “Wellness leaders 
sometimes forget that not everybody shares our 
same passion,” Rojas acknowledged. They should 
make sure leaders are familiar with program goals, 
which should include not only lowering health 
care costs but improving company culture.

Having senior leaders show their own com-
mitment to the program also boosts enthusiasm 
for the program among workers and helps leaders 
build better relationships and interactions with 
employees. 
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Because she had gotten to know key leaders in Montgom-
ery County—including the county executive at the time, 
the police chief and others—Rojas was able to get them to 
participate in unique activities. During heart health month, 
for example, the wellness program produced a video fea-
turing leaders doing a group dance that was shown to em-
ployees. “Even though they were going to look foolish, they 
knew the impact it was going to have,” she said. 

Another event—a Wear Red Fashion Show—featured 
members of the county council as models. “Our employees 
were completely surprised at what their leaders were willing 
to do,” Rojas said.

Transportation Workers—An Example
Rojas’s work with the county’s transit workers provides a 

good example of how a wellness program can be customized 
to make a bigger impact.

Bus drivers are mostly sedentary and deal with a lot of 
weight and musculoskeletal issues. They also have to eat on 
the go, so they consume a lot of fast food or eat cold food 
in a hurry. High stress is another reality of the job as they 
navigate bumper-to-bumper traffic and manage contact with 
angry and even dangerous passengers.

When she first started holding events at the transporta-
tion hub, Rojas noticed that the employees avoided talking 
to her and instead wanted to play pool with their co-workers. 
So she started observing, noticing what kinds of food they 
ate, their close rapport with each other and their competitive 
nature.

In an effort to engage them, one of the first things she did 
was organize a push-up competition between the transpor-
tation workers and a wellness program coordinator. That 
opened up a conversation about fitness and began to change 
their mindset about the wellness program.

She further capitalized on the competitive spirit by setting 
up some stations in the lunch room at the transportation de-
pot, including a portable basketball court, and called it “Re-
cess at Work.” “I said, ‘Come take five minutes and play with 
us,’ and they started having conversations about diabetes and 
issues at home and how the employee assistance program 
can help,” Rojas said. 

“They stopped seeing us as the wellness person who is 
here to nag at them about what they shouldn’t be doing, 
and they started seeing us as somebody they could talk 
to,” Rojas added. “It was that shift that made such a big 
difference.”

The wellness program provided cooking demonstrations 
to teach them how to prepare healthy meals to bring to 
work. They also started the Road Warriors program, which 
is a series of short videos that teaches them how to do sim-
ple exercises for a few minutes in between routes through-
out their day.

Innovative Programming
Another way to encourage participation is to hold inno-

vative programs, Rojas said. “Make it a memorable experi-
ence for them so they want to attend your programs.” 

One example was a women’s health tea. The program en-
couraged female employees to dress up and wear a hat and 
pearls, and they were served tea in fancy paper teacups dur-
ing lunch. “It was a huge success. They were talking about it 
for days, and they got an amazing education that day. They 
were listening to a physician and, at the same time, they were 
happy to be there with their co-workers. They were having a 
good time,” Rojas said.

In another event, the wellness program promoted men-
tal health and suicide awareness with a walking circle. 
Participants signed up for shifts and kept the circle go-
ing in a plaza at one of the county’s larger worksites. The 
circle represented the constant need for awareness on the 
subject.

The need for innovation was really put to the test during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. “We had to take a very activities-
based program and turn it into a virtual program,” Rojas 
said. “The focus became mental well-being and social in-
teraction.”

The county hosted “social wellness Fridays,” which fea-
tured a variety of activities such as a trivia contest, ’80s dance 
party and bingo. They also got families involved since so 
many employees were working while their children were at 
home. They held summer camps, art therapy and family fit-
ness classes. 
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Results
Statistics from the county’s wellness vendor show that the 

program is achieving success. A 2021 annual review based 
on statistics from Virgin Pulse showed that more than two-
thirds of employees are enrolled in the program, and 68% of 
enrolled participants are engaged in the program.

Other results among enrolled participants include the fol-
lowing.

• 92% developed positive daily habits.
• 69% increased or maintained a healthy step average.
• 70% decreased or maintained healthy blood pressure.
• 66% were prouder of their company culture.

• 58% decreased or maintained a healthy body mass in-
dex (BMI).

Conclusion
Rojas advises other wellness managers to get to know em-

ployees in order to figure out which types of programs will 
work for them and which communication styles they will 
respond to. 

“Make sure that your program is evolving and changing to 
fit the needs and the different cultures in your own company 
and, most of all, listen to your employees,” she said. “Giving 
workers a voice is extremely important.”
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