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Mike, from your perspective, 
how important is the planning 
process to health promotion 
within an organization as a 
whole?
Wanetka: It’s probably the most critical component in 
the entire process. The way I think about it is in terms 
of building a great house. And, if you’re going to build a 
house that you love and want to live in for a long time, 
it’s important that you start with the foundation. If the 
foundation is solid, then everything else will fall into 
place. I think that’s the way it is with planning. So, in all 
of the programs that I’ve managed, planning has been a 
very, very high priority for me. 

How long does it take to develop 
a good wellness operating plan? 
Wanetka: If you’re going to do a good job, it’s going to 
take anywhere from three months at a minimum to maybe 
six or seven months at a maximum. Of course this depends 
on your experience, the cooperation and patience you 
receive within your organization. But in general, it’s going 
to be three to seven months—and you can bank on that. 

For some people, that’s going 
to come as quite a surprise. 
Why does it take this long to 
develop a good plan? 
Wanetka: It’s going to take this long because you’ve got 
four hoops that you have to jump through. The first is 
the assessment phase—in your model, you refer to it as 
collecting data. Whatever you call it, it takes time. In 

fact, in this first phase, you’re going to have to conduct 
a health risk appraisal and/or health screenings. In 
addition, you’re going to have to analyze your current 
medical claims experience to determine what portions of 
your costs are potentially modifiable. You’re also going 
to have to scour the company’s overall strategic plan 
and annual reports to get an idea of how to position 
wellness so it fits with the priorities of the organization. 
And that’s just phase one of the process—and for anyone 
who’s ever done these things, you know it’s going to take 
some time and effort. 

So what’s the second phase?
Wanetka: So once you’ve collected and analyzed the 
data, then you’re ready to move on to the second phase 
which is analyzing the culture. In this phase, you have 
to take a look at things like how supportive management 
is; how engaged the employees are; and what the overall 
sentiment is toward the organization. This information 
is going to be critical in helping you develop your plan 
because this is the information you need to best position 
the health and productivity needs that were uncovered in 
the previous phase.

You mentioned that there’s a 
third and a fourth phase. Can 
you elaborate?  
Wanetka: Once you have collected data and analyzed 
the culture, your next challenge is to familiarize yourself 
with the organization’s benefit plan. In fact, in order to 
do a good job in the planning process, you’ll need to 
know what the medical and prescription plans look like. 
But more important, you’re going to need to know what 
it’s going to look like in the next three to five years. This 
means that not only do you have to rigorously review 
the company’s existing documents that relate to health 

o get an insider’s view on how the planning process works 
within a company, we interviewed one of the nation’s leading 
worksite wellness practitioners. In this interview, Mike Wanetka 
of ConAgra Foods shares his perspectives and insights on how 
the wellness planning process works in a real life setting. 
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and prescription benefits, but you also need to interview 
the leaders within this area to get an idea of where the 
whole thing is going. Like collecting data and analyzing 
corporate culture, this is going to take some time. 

The fourth and final phase from my perspective is 
synthesizing all of this information to figure out how 
you’re going to integrate this within the organization. 
It’s kind of like connecting all of the dots. And while it 
may not sound like it’s that hard, in my experience, this 
is indeed the most difficult challenge. You have to have 
a good handle on a lot of things not only internally, but 
externally as well. For example, not only do you need 
to know where the company’s benefits will be in five 
years, but you also need to know who are and will be the 
vendors and insurers who will provide these services. 

You can see that this final phase really requires a good 
understanding of the information gathered in the first 
three phases as well as the ability to integrate it and 
position it within the organization as a whole. 

Mike, you’re not kidding when 
you say that it’s going to take 
three to seven months to 
develop your wellness plan. 
Wanetka: Unless you go into the planning process with 
your eyes wide open, a lot of people can get discouraged. 
But again, I liken it back to the idea of building a great 
house. Some people would rather buy a pre-fab home 
because it can be put together with relatively little effort. 
I’d rather take the long way around and make sure I’m 
building a house that’s going to be around for a long 
time—especially if I’m the one who has to live in it.  

So, from your perspective, this 
is a pretty intense process.
Wanetka: Yes, I think that’s accurate. And, the whole 
process can really go south on you if you don’t have 
enough time to get these things done. I look back early on 
in my career, and I realize now that I acted too fast when 
it came to putting together a good wellness plan. I simply 
didn’t allow enough time to put a great plan together 
with a solid foundation and complete understanding of 
issues that could potentially impact the wellness program. 
But, you live and you learn. Now, as a result of 10 years 
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worth of experiences, I think I’m a much better strategic 
planner. However, it would have been nice if someone 
would have told me that need to set aside three to seven 
months to complete this process because I believe many 
think this task should be completed ASAP.

Great stuff. What’s the hardest 
part of the planning process 
for you personally?
Wanetka: From my perspective, the hardest part for me 
personally is planning to reach the high-risk population. 
This is a very difficult thing to do ahead of time. You 
have no idea how many people in the at-risk category 
will actually step forward and embrace the health 
management process. Moreover, you have no idea how 
easy or hard it will be to get these health conditions 
under control—it could take a month or it could take 
years. Trying to incorporate that into a good plan so that 
you can project some type of impact is a really difficult 
thing to do. And what’s really interesting is that it’s been 
the hardest part for me at all of the great companies I’ve 
been with—so I guess I’m just going to have to get better 
at embracing this kind of creative tension. 

So let’s say that you’ve 
completed the four phases 
mentioned previously and 
you’ve got a beautiful, clean, 
and well-written plan sitting 
on your desk. How do you go 
about getting it approved 
from the powers that be? 
Wanetka: At ConAgra Foods, I work closely with 
benefits. Because our goal is to improve the health 
and well being of our employees including positively 
influencing their costs and the company’s costs, we align 
ourselves with the benefits department. So, in this case, I 
have support from my bosses and company leaders on the 
rationale and merits behind this document. 

It’s pretty straightforward because I have completed 
the four phases I previously mentioned. By taking this 
approach, I’m going in armed with a great understanding 

	 WELCOA®

©2 0 0 7  W E L L N E S S  C O U N C I L S  O F  A M E R I C A   |   W W W.W E L C O A . O R G 	 A B S O L U T E  A DVA N TAG E 	 |	 51

www.welcoa.org


of our employee health status, a working knowledge 
of our organization’s culture, complete clarity on our 
benefits package, and understanding the corporation’s 
strategic priorities. By including this information into 
my plan, I really don’t have much to worry about in 
terms of getting things approved. 

Let’s say your plan has been 
approved and everything is up 
and running. How often during 
the course of the year will you 
refer back to your plan? 

Wanetka: The answer to that question is found in two 
words: a lot. In fact, if I’m just getting going within the 
organization, it’s not uncommon for me to refer back to 
my plan on a daily basis. Now if I’ve been working that 
plan for a while, I’ll probably use it once a week. 

But I can also tell you this; the plan is the foundation  
for our staff meetings. Everything we do has to link back 
to the plan. In fact, this is the central document that 
keeps everybody on track. To use another metaphor, this 
is our sheet music. We all refer to it and we all sing the 
same song. 

Sometimes I wonder what it would be like to try to lead a 
program without a plan in place. I’m guessing it would be 
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pretty chaotic. Some companies do it, but I don’t know 
how they can keep things on track. 

One final question. How often 
will you update your senior 
executives on your progress? 
Wanetka: For my immediate supervisors, I’ll share 
results about once a month. I think this is a good 
interval as it ensures that my bosses get enough 
information without taking up too much of their  
time. That information is always available to the  
senior executives and I can tell you they are very 
engaged in what we are doing for employee health  

and wellness. Formerly, we do scorecard reports at the 
most senior levels.

Any final thoughts? 
Wanetka: I’d just like to say this. The plan is a living, 
breathing document. It’s fun to watch how the plan 
influences the actions and outcomes of a program. 
Having said this, I think it’s also critically important 
to understand that the process can be bumpy at times. 
Implementing the plans sometimes doesn’t go exactly the 
way that you envisioned it. But after 10 years, I’ve come 
to accept that. As long as I stick to the plan, I know that 
things are going to get done. There are going to be a few 
bumps along the way, but that’s to be expected, as nobody 
can predict the future.  ★
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Mike holds a Master’s degree in nutritional 
science with emphasis in exercise physiology. 
Mike began his career as a Registered Dietitian 
doing outpatient nutrition counseling at a 
medical center. Over the course of nine years at 
the medical center, Mike expanded his role to 
become Health Promotion Manager. In 2004, 
Mike became Project Manager at Coors Brewing 
Company, delivering health and productivity 
management interventions to more than 5,000 
Coors employees nationwide. Achievements 
include the 2002 Platinum Well Workplace Award 
by the Wellness Council America, in addition to 
obtaining the 2003 and 2006 Corporate Health 
and Productivity Management Award. Mike 
joined ConAgra Foods in April 2007 as Wellness 
Manager. His duties include managing the 
delivery, implementation, evaluation and benefits 
integration of all ConAgra Foods health services 
to more than 20,000 employees nationwide.

Contact Mike at mike.wanetka@conagrafoods.com.
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