
Cultivating a Healthy Culture of Wellness: For Staff and Program Participants 
of Family Residence & Essential Enterprise (FREE), Old Bethpage, New York

Long Term Focus On Health And Physical 
Activity
One never knows the impact that will be realized down 
the road by taking small steps to foster a healthy work 
environment. The implementation of a wellness committee 
several years ago and associated wellness policy changes, 
has paved the way toward a long term healthy work 
environment at the Bethpage FREE office. The current 
committee is comprised of actively engaged members from 
varied departments such as Behavioral Health, Human 
Resources, Community & Family Services, FREE Executive 
Staff, Nursing, Psychology, Accounting and the on-site food 
purveyor. It was identified early on that the selections in 
both the vending machines and Terry’s Cafe were very high 
in sugars, fats and calories and offering very limited fresh 
fruits and vegetables. Pre and post surveys to staffs guided 
suggestions for more baked items rather than fried; as well 
as foods and beverages containing less sugars. Working 
with the manager of Terry’s Cafe led to their willingness to 
designate a portion of the menu to include a variety of Eat 
Smart New York recipes such as Confetti Bean Salsa with 
Whole Grain Baked Chips, Whole Wheat Quesadilla and 
Whole Wheat Tortilla Pizza. Since many individuals who 
attend the day program, eat at the Cafe’ or use the vending 
machines for lunch, this was a valuable change.

ACTION STEPS 
With a passion for enhancing wellness for staffs and 
program participants, Seema Uppal, Nutrition Educator at 
FREE, spearheaded a wellness committee to help promote 
good health for both the employees and the individuals 
who participate in the day program at the Bethpage facility. 
The committee members come together monthly to discuss 
common goals and steps to improve the environment 
utilizing a multi-pronged approach to cultivate a culture 
that supports healthy behaviors for both staff and program 
participants. First, the committee conducted an employee 
wellness survey to assess the needs of staff and identify 
new ways to encourage healthy habits among employees. 
Using input from the survey, new physical activity-focused 
employee wellness programs were organized, including 

QUOTES

“When you eat smart and exercise, your stress 
level decreases and you feel better all over.”

“I have a lot more energy and stay full longer 
when I order from the healthy menu options.”

“After receiving the exercise bands, I can now 
get in some exercise during my work day.”



“Grab A Buddy and Go” program which is part of Emblem Health’s weight 
loss program. Staff were provided tools, such as exercise bands, pedometers 
and activity trackers, to help them integrate their health goals into their 
day-to-day schedules. Program participants are also invited to attend and 
participate.

CHALLENGES/SOLUTIONS:
Fostering a culture of health and wellness was not without challenge especially 
among the long term employees that were very set in their ways. Some 
employees have been at FREE for 20+ years and were quite vocal about 
the changes in the vending machines and Cafe’. The CCE educators were 
responsive to everyone’s needs by not making too many changes all at once 
but gradually adding a variety of fun “educational events” to gently offer 
healthy taste testing, recipes, activity demos, 10 tips for healthy eating, etc.

WHAT’S NEXT
In order to keep the momentum going toward broadening a healthy culture, 
a fall health fair is being planned; as well as, promotion of a variety of 
healthy competitions among the staffs. Moving forward, the goal will be 
to continue to increase participation in the various healthy initiatives and 
expand these changes to the other FREE locations.

IMPACTS & ACCOMPLISHMENTS 
Since the programs began, there has been an overall shift in the attitude 
towards health. The goal will be to continue to increase participation. 
Employee engagement in the various wellness efforts – Grab a Buddy and 
Go, fresh produce from on-site Farmer’s Market, healthy vending machine 
selections, working out at one’s desk and more – is up despite busy 
schedules. A number of employees have now started using pedometers to 
track their steps.

For More Information: www.eatsmartnyli.com

INSIGHTS 
Offering opportunities for participation and input from staff in these change 
initiatives; as well as, communicating the reasons behind the changes were 
instrumental in building staff buy in and commitment. Motivating staff was 
key because these efforts ultimately trickle down to day program individuals 
as demonstrated through enhanced mood, positive energy, enthusiasm and 
even increased job satisfaction. In the end, individuals are encouraged to 
participate in activities in between regular program lessons.

“If staff feel empowered, involved, 
informed and valued through your 
efforts, goal achievement will be 
within your reach.” 

Seema Uppal, Nutrition Educator
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