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68% of Americans weigh more than their ideal 

body weight.  In contrast, the Healthy People 

2020 goal is 33.9%. Overweight status and 

obesity pose numerous physical, social, 

psychological, and economic challenges to 

employees and employers alike.  In addition to 

inadequate physical activity and insufficient fruit 

and vegetable intake, being overweight is 

associated with working full time, lack of social 

support, low educational level, and the need to 

balance family and work demands.  

Overweight Americans invest nearly $50 billion 

annually on weight loss interventions.  Health care 

costs and absenteeism rates are higher among 

both overweight and obese employees and their 

wages are less than colleagues of lower weight.  

Because 64% of adults work and spend 1/4 of 

their day at work, the workplace is a prime 

location to deliver health promotion services to a 

large, captive, and diverse population. The 

potential for social support and behavioral and 

environmental change exists.    

The implication for positive social change is 

enhancing the success of workplace weight loss 

programs by considering inclusion of social 

environment factors in programming thus, 

potentially mitigating the health and economic ill 

effects of overweight and obese employees.

Sample

A nonrandomized, convenience sample of 989 

hospital employees completed a total of 2429 

health risk appraisals between 2001 and 2007, an 

average of 3.66 surveys per employee.  The 

appraisals were part of a wellness program that 

included annual health risk appraisals, biometric 

screenings, and the opportunity to attend various 

health promotion activities.  The setting was a 200 

bed hospital in the Appalachian region of western 

North Carolina.  

Purpose

Methods

2429 archived surveys completed by 989 

employees between 2001 and 2007 were 

analyzed using generalized estimating equation 

[GEE] inferential statisitics to test associations 

between social environment variables and 

overweight status and obesity.  A longitudinal 

design allowed for analysis of repeated 

observations of indiviual participants over time.

• Social Health:  Up to 11 responses describing living 

arrangements, relationship problems, and 

personal crises 

•Exposure to violence: Number of times in the past 

year the employee witnessed or was involved in a 

violent attack

•Social Support: ”Yes” or “No” response to the 

presence of a good social support system 

•Social Activity: One of five responses ranging from 

“not at all” to “extremely” that described how 

physical or emotional health interfered with the 

employee’s ability to perform usual social activities

•Covariates: Age, gender, education, family income, 

fruit and vegetable intake, physical activity, and 

perceived health scores

Results indicate that, in the unadjusted model, 

social environment, which includes social health, 

exposure to violence, social support, and social 

activity, were associated with being overweight 

and obese.  However, these associations did not 

remain significant after adjusting for the covariates 

age, gender, education, income, fruit & vegetable 

intake, physical activity, and perceived health.

Over 60 % of this middle-aged (mean age 41), 

educated, mostly female sample was overweight 

and obese.  Surveys indicate 48.1% were 

physically inactive, 49.6% consumed 3+ fruits & 

vegetables daily, and 82% perceived health 

positively. The following tables describe survey 

responses of the independent variables. 
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Conclusions

Social Health 

Unadjusted Model Adjusted Model

Odds Ratio Wald X2 (5)= 14.17 Wald X2 (5)= 9.71

Confidence 

Interval
p =.02 p =.08
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Overall Test of Exposure to Violence

Unadjusted Model Adjusted Model

Odds Ratio Wald X2 (3)= 9.00 Wald X2 (3)= 6.16

Confidence 

Interval
p =.03 p =.10

Overall Test of Social Activity

Unadjusted Model Adjusted Model

Odds Ratio Wald X2 (3)= 18.01 Wald X2 (3)= 5.39

Confidence 

Interval
p < .001 p =.15

Overall Test of Social Support

Unadjusted Model Adjusted Model

Odds Ratio Wald X2 (1)= 4.21 Wald X2 (1)= 0.40

Confidence 

Interval
p =.04 p =.84

The purpose of this study was to determine 

whether social environment, as measured by 

social health, exposure to violence, social 

support, and social activity, was associated with 

overweight and obesity among employed adults 

enrolled in a workplace wellness program and if 

this association was mediated by stressors and 

coping skills. 

Results

Social Health  
Being Single                       23% 

Owning Handgun               19.6 

Living Alone                      11.5 

Personal Crisis                   10.4 

Single Parent                        6.3 

Caring for Elderly Parent     5.2 

Relationship Problems         3.4  

Lonely                                  3.3 

Crowded Living Space         2.3 

High Crime                           0.2 

Domestic Violence/Abuse    0.2 
 

Exposure to Violence 
None                93.3% 

One time            3.2 

2-3 times            1.2 

4+ times             0.6 
 

Social Support 
Yes                93% 

No                   5.4 
 

Social Activity 
Not at all         74.3%                              

Sightly            17.7 

Moderately       4.2 

Quite a bit        2.2 

Extremely        0.3 
 

Research supports the findings in the unadjusted 

models: the social environment is associated with 

being overweight and obese.  The inclusion of the 

covariates in the insignificant, adjusted models, 

may have had either no effect or a mixed effect 

on being overweight and obese.  Also, the 

covariates may have served to mitigate the 

perceived stress of the independent variables. 

•Assess the effects of and educate employees 

about the potential role one’s social environment 

has on weight management

•Further investigate the relationship between 

each covariate and overweight status and obesity 

in a similar sample.

Results:  Mediating Variables

Given that the relationships between social 

environment variables and overweight status 

and obesity lost significance after including 

covariates, no mediation can exist.  Therefore, 

analyses assessing the mediating effects of 

coping status and stress signals were not 

conducted.   


