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In 2010, Tennessee Extension launched a 
strategic planning process to honor the past 
and look to the future. The strategic plan 
provided a roadmap to guide Extension to 
achieve excellence and focus attention on 
what matters most: advancing Extension in 
Tennessee. The plan resulted in five 
overarching goals that included strategies 
and action steps to achieve each goal. One 
of the five overarching goals was to invest in 
Extension’s human capital to become the 
employer of choice to attract and retain a 
diverse and highly qualified workforce. One 
strategy to achieve this goal was to support 
and encourage employees to enhance 
commitment and engagement by promoting 
healthy lifestyles.  

Background 
As a part of the strategic planning process, 
an employee survey was conducted with the 
entire Extension workforce, including 
University of Tennessee, Tennessee State 
University, and 100 percent county-funded 
employees. The overall purpose of the 
survey was to understand employee needs 
and viewpoints related to strategic issues. 
One question on the survey asked, “What is 
your greatest frustration with UT 
Extension?” Balancing work and family was 
among the top four issues most often cited. 

Purpose and Objectives 
In 2014, a diverse team of Extension 
professionals was appointed and charged 
with developing a plan to promote healthy 
lifestyles among employees by developing 
and implementing an employee wellness 
program. 
Specific objectives included: 

• Help employees select their personal 
health focus.  

• Build camaraderie among  
Extension employees related to 
health and wellness. 

• Support a healthy workplace culture.  

Methodology 
In 2014, an exploratory study was 
undertaken to understand major health 
issues facing the Extension workforce and 
motivations, barriers and organizational 
culture that influence health, as well as to 
collect ideas to inform the development of 
an employee wellness program. Sixteen 
focus groups were conducted throughout the 
state with 105 employees participating, 
including agents, administrative assistants, 
county directors, program assistants, 
specialists, faculty and administrators. 
According to participants, the major health 
issues facing Extension employees were 
poor stress management, inactivity and poor  
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nutrition choices. Recommendations from 
the study included developing and 
implementing an employee wellness 
program, focusing on these three areas that 
would create an ongoing culture of wellness, 
promoting existing Extension programs 
among employees, and establishing key 
health messages throughout all Extension 
operations.   

Major Outcomes  
An increased emphasis on health awareness 
among employees has resulted in a shift in 
organizational culture. This shift has been 
facilitated and supported by an employee 
wellness program focused on the three 
health areas identified as most critical for 
Extension employees: physical activity, 
healthy food choices and stress 
management. The program offers education, 
encouragement and challenges to promote 
and incentivize healthy practices in the three 
focus areas.  
Employee Wellness Program

 
The employee wellness program, Healthy 
Lifestyles Initiative, or HLI, is organized 
into three focus areas that work together to 
foster a workplace culture of wellness and 
support employee wellness and life balance. 
The three focus areas are: 

Be Active 
Encourages regular 
exercise and physical 

fitness. Some of the activities offered 
include May Marathon Month and Healthy 
Lifestyles Walk Across Tennessee. 

Choose Food 
Encourages healthy food 
choices as part of a 

balanced lifestyle. Information is delivered 

through fact sheets, recipe sharing, healthy 
recipe challenges and a holiday Zero Weight 
Gain Challenge.  

Tame Stress 
Encourages management 
and reduction of stress. 

Information is provided through e-learning 
lessons, helpful tips delivered via email, 
special in-service training opportunities, and 
challenges.  
Supporting Resources 
Resources that support the Healthy 
Lifestyles program include: 

Website  
An internal website was 
developed to house 
resources and information 

developed and promoted by the Healthy 
Lifestyles program. 
(healthylifestyles.tennessee.edu) 
Online Learning 
Several online learning modules have been 
developed to support employee life balance. 
Other online learning modules have also 
been compiled into a playlist in the K@TE 
learning management system for employees 
to access relevant training in one place.  

Champions for 
Balanced Life 
Champions for 
Balanced Life, known 
as C4BLs, serve as 
wellness champions 

for Extension employees and advocate 
healthy lifestyle choices and life balance 
among their peers.  
Challenges 
Challenges help 
encourage friendly 
competition and 
teamwork in order 
to achieve wellness 
goals and are 
offered throughout 
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the year. Challenges include physical 
activity challenges, clutter-clearing 
challenges to reduce stress, and healthy 
recipe challenges.  

Wellness 
Wednesday 
Newsletter 
A monthly email 
newsletter sent to 
employees provides 
reminders of 
upcoming 
challenges and 

events, life balance tips and encouragement 
to live a healthy lifestyle.  
In-service Training Opportunities 
Special opportunities are offered on a 
regular basis for employees to learn ways to 
improve their work-life balance. For 
example, more than 220 employees 
participated in the “7 Habits of Highly 
Effective People” program in 2018.  

Sustainability Plan 
Responsibility for sustaining the Healthy 
Lifestyles program resides in the 
Department of Extension Evaluation and 
Staff Development. In 2016, the initiative 
team transitioned to a standing committee to 
provide long-term guidance and support for 
the program. The Healthy Lifestyles 
Committee works throughout the year to 
implement the program and explore new 
ways to engage coworkers in cultivating 
wellness and life balance. 

Initiative Team 
Leadership 
2014-2016 
Beth Bell, County Director, Dyer County 

Team Members 
Carla Bush, Extension Agent 
Rutherford County 
Betty Greer, Professor 
Family and Consumer Sciences 
Janice Hartman, Extension Agent 
Hamilton County 
Jeff Lannom, County Director 
Weakley County 
Hilda Lytle, County Director 
Warren County 
Natalie Owens, Extension Agent 
Shelby County 
Chris Ramsey, County Director 
Sullivan County 
Heather Smith, County Director 
Benton County 
Kim Smithson, Administrative Assistant 
Cannon County 
Jessica Taylor, Extension Specialist 
Family and Consumer Sciences 
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