
Houston Wellness Association  
Area Companies Join Forces to Enhance The Community

Houston holds a dubious distinction: for a number of years, 
it’s been on the top 10 list of the nation’s fattest cities, at least 
according to a Men’s Health Magazine annual assessment. 
About 5 years ago, a motivated group of community wellness 
professionals decided to tackle this weighty problem. 
According to Laurie Lee, a founding member and President 
of InterFit Health and Fitness Management Company, 
“We were simply embarrassed by this tarnish on Houston’s 
image. With the endorsement of our mayor, Bill White, we 
began by forming a Mayor’s Wellness Council of industry 
professionals.”

HWA Vision and Member Benefits
But Jonathan Lack, also a council founding member and now 
Executive Director of Houston Wellness Association, had a 
larger vision: transforming Houston into a widely modeled, 
innovative city for healthy living. According to Laurie, 
“Jonathan saw an opportunity to form a trade association 
that could bring together buyers and sellers of wellness 
services. He wanted to provide a place where employers could 
access providers and consultants to help develop workplace 
wellness programs. Out of that vision grew HWA.”

A not-for-profit, HWA — with 600+ members, including 
110 corporations of all sizes and industries — set challenging 
long-term objectives:

1.	Make Houston a recognized leader in wellness

2.	Demonstrate measurable impact and results

3.	Provide education and community programming 

4.	Grow worksite membership and program offerings

5.	Turn the HWA into a sustainable organization. 

The association offers 2 membership levels — individual 
($100/year; $50/year for students) and corporate (fees based 
on size).

Membership benefits include a monthly sponsored 
networking event, open to the public with a small fee for 
non-members. Typically a lunch or breakfast meeting, the 
events offer speaker panels on a wide variety of health topics. 
A primary goal is giving wellness professionals and interested 
businesses an opportunity to meet and learn about available 
resources.
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Another HWA membership benefit is 
the Worksite Business Forum (nominal 
fee). This quarterly high-level forum 
is for corporate members such as HR 
and benefit managers as well as other 
executives. Panels from different size 
businesses and industries discuss how 
they deal with a particular issue. For 
instance, the January 2009 topic 
was effective reward and incentive 
strategies.

The HWA formed 12 open committees 
to address specific professional and 
community concerns: 

•	 African American Wellness 

•	 Children and Family Wellness 

•	 Communications 

•	 Complementary and Integrative 
Wellness 

•	 Food and Nutritional Wellness 

•	 Hispanic Wellness 

•	 Medical Wellness 

•	 Membership 

•	 Mental and Behavioral Wellness

•	 Veterans Wellness

•	 Wellness Technology

•	 Worksite Wellness.

  
HWA’s annual membership directory 
becomes a valuable resource guide. The 
association also sends out a monthly 
electronic newsletter, to their network 
of 10,000+ contacts, to promote events 
and provide updates. 

HWA Conference
Soon after it formed, an annual 
conference for local businesses and 
professionals became an HWA priority. 
The initial November 2007 conference 
attracted 400+ attendees.  

Laurie notes, “We knew our first 
challenge was to recruit association 
members. The conference was an 
effective way to do this, through our 
very active sponsors and valuable press 
coverage.”

For November 2008, Laurie was 
Worksite Wellness Conference Chair. 
“In 2007, we primarily brought in 
local speakers. The last conference had 
a few nationally recognized names in 
the wellness industry, including Ron 
Goetzel, Neal Sofian, and 1 or 2 session 
presenters from outside the area. 
The first day focused on the medical 
community and obesity; the second 
day was dedicated to corporate health 
and wellness. Our next conference 
will be in January 2010. We’ll broaden 
the scope even more to reach a wider 
variety of presenters and a regional… 
even national… audience.”

One of the most important initiatives 
to grow out of the 2008 conference 
was the Houston Obesity Forum. 
According to the HWA website, 
attendees strongly advocated for an 
ongoing platform to address issues 
affecting obesity in the community.

Community Catalyst
Laurie sees a marked rise in 
community awareness, especially 
by smaller employers, regarding the 
need for health promotion programs. 
“The HWA is providing real value 
to the Houston community through 
guidance in finding resources such as 
consultants, services, and programming 
solutions.” 

Particularly popular panel 
discussions at the 2008 
conference dealt with 
health economic trends 
in Houston and the 
components necessary 
for building a wellness 
culture. These high-level 
discussions targeted 
business decision makers 
— what they can and 
should be doing to 
improve employee health.

Tina Wrotenbery, Sr. VP of Intercare Insurance Solutions (left) and Deb Farley, also of 
Intercare, exhibit at the 2008 Houston Wellness Association Wellness Symposium.
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Health promoters sometimes fall into 
the trap of doing lots of “stuff ” as a 
way to ensure relevance. After all, if 
you have 10 programs going a year 
with 100 people each, that’s a lot of 
health promotion activity. But those 
1000 interventions may not be the best 
use of your resources, particularly if 
what you’re doing doesn’t have lasting 
impact.

What if, instead, you did only 2 
interventions a year but engaged those 
same 1000 people for 3-6 months 
each? What if both interventions were 
so compelling participants looked 
forward to them, as they do the much-
anticipated release of a new film? What 
if the quality of service you offered was 
so outstanding that people were willing 
to stand in line (figuratively) to be the 
first to participate, as they stand in line 
to be first in the theater?  

Do Less to  
Achieve More  
in a Recession

A future HWA objective is more 
resources for employers with uninsured 
or underinsured populations. Laurie 
says, “We hope to be the catalyst for 
meeting this ambitious goal; we’re still 
figuring out how to go about it.”

Tips to Start Your Own 
Association
If you’d like to launch a project like 
HWA in your community, Laurie 
advises first assembling a committed 
team of professionals. “They’ll need 
to dedicate a lot of time and energy 
to make this happen. Next you need 
people to help raise money from 
corporate sponsors. Jonathan Lack 
started with 10 — including CIGNA, 

Texas Children’s Hospital, Wal-Mart, 
and Minute Maid. Each pledged about 
$25,000/year for 3 years. We were able 
to do a lot in a short time with such a 
healthy infusion of money. Now we’re 
moving toward lower-cost sponsorships 
that are donated more frequently. Part 
of that money goes toward funding a 
full-time staff of 2 and an intern.” 

“To get the business community’s 
attention, it’s important to elicit strong 
backing from city leaders,” Laurie 
confirms. “We’ve been extremely 
fortunate to have such whole-hearted 
support from Mayor White. That 
opened a lot of doors and helped get 
the media coverage we needed. In 
addition, our team leveraged their own 

strategic relationships to help bring 
in senior corporate managers. It was 
a slow process and was jump-started 
by our first conference. From there, 
community awareness has slowly, but 
steadily, spread by word of mouth.”

“Finally, you must know your audience 
and their needs. Learn about your 
local services and resources. From 
there, develop strategies that enable 
both professionals and businesses to 
find value, while serving their interests 
along with community needs.”

For more information, contact  
Laurie at LLee@interfit.com or visit 
www.houstonwellness.org.  

What if your delivery was  
so exceptional that  
participants came away  
from the experience indelibly 
impressed — and told their  
coworkers, friends, and  
neighbors about it?

When you think of your interventions 
in those terms — compelling, 
outstanding, exceptional — it 
becomes clear we’re not talking about 
a program-of-the-month model. It 
makes even more sense in a recession, 
when people are so preoccupied with 
other worries that a new promotion 
coming at them every few weeks is 
just more noise, not a powerful call 
to action. Instead, the once-or-twice-
a-year-programs are so good people 
are crowding to join rather than your 
having to go to great lengths to recruit 
them.

Take some time at your next planning 
meeting to consider doing less to 
accomplish more in tough times. 
Ask your advisers how they would 
suggest testing the concept of 1 or 2 
interventions a year that had greater 
depth and breadth than the dozen or 
more things you’re doing now. Survey 
your participants with just a couple 
of simple questions: If the health 
promotion program could offer only 1 
service a year, what would it be? What 
would it do for you?  
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