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Protecting & Promoting 
Worker Well-being
Our life expectancy is directly impacted by the kind of 
work we do. Some jobs are inherently high risk, but many 
jobs carry hidden threats to mental and physical health 
that can shorten our lifespan or create health challenges. 

For the past two decades, the Center for the Promotion of 
Health in the New England Workplace (CPH-NEW) has 
worked to uncover those hidden risks and collaborate with 
employers on solutions to improve long-term outcomes. 

Using the Total Worker Health® approach, established by 
the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health 
(NIOSH), we have helped organizations transform how they 
protect and promote health for their workers.

We are a joint initiative of the University of Connecticut 
School of Medicine, University of Connecticut Storrs, and 
the University of Massachusetts Lowell, involving experts 
in many occupational safety and health fields. 

Our work is made possible by strong 
partnerships with over 30 organizations 
across multiple sectors. Many of these 
partnerships have spanned decades.

Our greatest success is giving workers and organizations 
the tools to create healthy workplaces. We have seen that 
giving workers a voice about their working conditions 
builds trust, enables collaboration, and promotes a culture 
of well-being. These are the necessary ingredients for 
addressing intractable problems facing employers such as 
absenteeism, turnover and burnout.

We hope this report gives you a sense of how 20 years of 
research and practice has impacted the lives of workers 
and improved work environments through training, 
empowering employees, and changing organizational policy. 

High Impact Research
That Improves Lives

Our research matters. From 
reducing violence and injury 
in the workplace to improving 
mental and physical health, 
our participants tell us we’re 
improving their lives.

When we were named a Total 
Worker Health® Center of 
Excellence 20 years ago, we 
could not have predicted the 

number of lives we’ve touched, the relationships we’ve 
made or the impact of our research. We also couldn’t have 
predicted a global pandemic and how that would influence 
our work over the past five years.

Our work takes a holistic approach, bringing employees 
and employers to the table to raise problems and 
collaboratively develop solutions. The goal of our research 
is to test new ways to make work and the work 
environment more health-promoting for employees. The 
multi-year, multi-phase studies have focused primarily on 
the corrections, healthcare, education, and construction 
sectors, investigating musculoskeletal injuries, 
cardiovascular health, and mental health of workers. We 
look at the underlying influences of how work is organized 

and the work environment in relation to worker and 
organizational outcomes such as workers’ job satisfaction, 
work ability and retention.

Impacting the Bottom Line 
for Employers
Employee turnover, workers’ compensation claims, and sick 
time all cost organizations money and reduce productivity. 
Job stress is often to blame. Lack of job control and 
decision-making authority is a leading cause of burnout 
and turnover.  We developed the Healthy Workplace 
Participatory Program based on a decade of applied 
research with employer organizations. The program was 
recognized by the Surgeon General’s 2022 Framework for 
Workplace Mental Health and Well-being. It is a proven 
culture-change tool to build voice and meaningful worker 
engagement in workplace safety and health improvements. 

The National Institute for Occupational 
Safety and Health (NIOSH) costs Americans 
about $1 per year and is “the first line of 
defense for workers and a secret weapon for 
businesses,” saving the U.S. billions of 
dollars a year.1 We are proud to be part of 
that economic impact. 

What began 20 years ago as a single grant has evolved into multiple research studies, thousands of workers impacted by training, and several 
toolkits that can be utilized by employers from various industries across the globe. Here is a brief timeline outlining our successes.
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2006-2011
CDC/NIOSH Worklife Center
of Excellence (I)

Studies in healthcare and 
corrections sectors tackle job safety 
and stress using a participatory, 
worker-driven program approach

2006 - 2015
Pro-Care study evaluates a safe 
resident handling program and 
demonstrates back injury 
prevention in nursing home 
personnel, especially aides

2007
First Emerging Topic Brief 
published

2008
The Health Improvement Through 
Employee Control (HITEC) study is 
initiated with the Conn. 
Department of Correction

2010
Stress@Work website launched

Partnership for a Heart Healthy, 
Stroke-Free MA job stress prevention 
campaign, in conjunction with the Mass. 
Department of Public Health.

Total Worker Health employer toolkit 
created and tested for feasibility

2011-2016
CDC/NIOSH Total Worker 
Health Center of Excellence (II)

Research with healthcare and 
corrections continues

2012
First of 20 pilot grants awarded

Five-year collaboration with CDC on National 
Healthy Workplace Program began

2014
Pro-Care researchers demonstrate that a positive work environment improves nursing 
home workers’ sleep quality, mental health and intention to remain on the job

Job Stress for Today’s Nurse course launched

Healthy Workplace Participatory Program (HWPP) online toolkit disseminated publicly

First National Symposium on Corrections Worker Health

National Corrections Collaborative formed to advance research and practice

2015
HWPP training delivered 
to 250 occupational 
safety and clinical health 
professionals

2016-2021
CDC/NIOSH Total Worker Health 
Center of Excellence (III)

Research with healthcare and 
corrections continues

2016
Pro-Care researchers document the interconnections of 
nursing home residents’ health and quality of life with 
worker safety and well-being

2017
Expert testimony on safe patient 
handling programs delivered to 
Mass. legislature

Second National Symposium on 
Corrections Worker Health

2018
Ergonomics in Healthcare
course offered

Expert testimony submitted to 
National Academy of Sciences and 
Medicine on the relationship 
between patient care and healthcare 
workplace health and safety

2019
Job Stress educational seminars delivered to 
450 physicians in Colombia, South America

Third National Symposium on Corrections 
Worker Health

Opioid Hazard Awareness Training created 
for Sand, Stone and Gravel Workers

HWPP expanded to version 2.0

2020
YouTube channel expands educational reach

The U.S. Surgeon General cites the HWPP
and HITEC as evidence-based approaches
to supporting worker mental well-being

Measured effect of global pandemic on stress at 
work and negative impacts for frontline workers

New wearable device developed and tested to 
measure stress on the job in real time

2021-2026
CDC/NIOSH Total Worker Health Center of Excellence (IV)

Research in healthcare continues; research in the education 
sector begins

2021
Total Worker Health for Professionals course launched

HWPP adapted for schools to address teacher stress &  burnout

Conn. Department of Correction adopts HITEC as an internal, 
self-funded program

Expert testimony submitted to CDC on key elements for improving 
healthcare workers’ well-being and retention

Updated expert testimony on safe patient handling programs delivered to Mass. Legislature, and again in 2023

2023
Employer Crisis Preparedness course launched

HITEC.com website published

HWPP union version developed

2026
Introduction to Job Stress 
course launched

Total Teacher Health study 
receives two Excellence Awards

HWPP expanded for executives

2006
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Transforming 
Workplaces from 
the Inside Out 
The Total Worker Health Promise 
Total Worker Health is a holistic, integrated approach to 
workforce health protection and health promotion. It 
amplifies worker voice, builds leadership, and transforms 
workplaces from the inside out through better culture 
and work organization.  

The Total Worker Health concept recognizes that workers’ 
health is influenced by many factors on and off the job.  

Our Values for Healthy Work 
The Total Worker Health approach prioritizes

attention to healthy work design—that is, making 
work and the workplace more conducive to health. 

Our research and outreach activities embed four core 
values to optimize our impact for workers.  

CORE VALUE 1 
Healthy Work Design  

Removing upstream determinants of illnesses 
and injuries before they cause harm. 

CORE VALUE 2 
Broad Risk Assessment  

Identifying root causes broadly, both personal 
and environmental, to create effective solutions.  

CORE VALUE 3
Multi-layered Solutions
Collaborating across disciplines to address 

complex health and safety risks. 

CORE VALUE 4 
Worker Voice

Centering workers when developing solutions to build 
organizational knowledge, collaboration, 

ownership, and commitment. 

Worker Participation 
Promotes Improved 
Worker Health and 
Well-being 
We have found that empowering employees to help improve 
work processes and the workplace environment has far-
reaching impacts. Not only do workers report feeling safer 
and more satisfied at work, but many have experienced better 
job control and have taken on leadership roles. Moreover, 
the communications and facilitation skills they learn as part 
of the program can benefit other parts of their lives.

High Value, High Impact Research
Our research findings have been shared widely with great 
scientific impact. Researchers cited our scientific articles 
1,880 times – equivalent to an average of 20 citation  
for each article published. A majority (58%) of articles 
generate a higher than average engagement; forty-one 
have been cited in multiple clinical trials, a gold standard 
for quality research. Thus, our research has become an 
important part of the pipeline for translating Total Worker 
Health research for real-world impact.

National, International Reach
While our research primarily focuses on workplaces in New 
England, our reach spans all 50 states and 160 countries. 
Our U.S. partners range from Oregon to Florida and we have 
delivered training to Mexican and Canadian government agencies 
interested in our Healthy Workplace Participatory Program.

By the Numbers

44,715
working people participated 
in research studies 

15,614
health professionals received 
education and training 

106
scientific articles published 

$26.3 million
received in federal grants

8 
large multi-year studies

20
pilot project grants given

150
graduate students trained for 
occupational safety & health careers
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“This is the first time I felt heard, 
like someone was listening to us.” 

— Healthcare Worker 

“You have an opportunity to change the culture. 
It’s your chance to be a part of the solution.”  

— Corrections Officer

 

 

 

 



Strengthening Our Healthcare Workforce
Safer Environments + Empowered Providers = Better Quality of Care

The Problem

The nation’s healthcare workforce forms the 
backbone of America’s healthcare system. Yet 
millions of healthcare workers face critical 
challenges that place their physical and mental 
health at risk. Ergonomic hazards of patient 
handling, staffing shortages, shift work, exposures 
to infectious diseases, and violence in the 
workplace contribute to high rates of injuries, 
illnesses, and poor mental health outcomes. The 
COVID-19 pandemic only exacerbated these issues.

The Solution

Over the past 20 years, CPH-NEW has investigated 
the most pressing health and safety risks for 
healthcare workers and what can be done to 
alleviate them. Our studies initiated participatory 
teams to engage workers and leaders together to 
create sustainable solutions that work. We worked 
with public and private hospitals, mental and 
behavioral health facilities, and nursing homes in 
the Northeast U.S. region.

Our Impact
Implementing the Total Worker Health approach produced lasting changes in our study partner organizations. For 
example, a social worker shared that the participatory program changed “the way we supervise, the way we provide 
feedback, and the way we organize meetings.”

Our goal was to demonstrate a new way of approaching safety and health for healthcare workers that is responsive 
to their needs. We have been able to show that worker engagement not only helps workers, but also is associated 
with better patient satisfaction and healthcare quality.
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The Results
• A Safe Resident Handling Program (SRHP) was shown to be cost effective by saving money and reducing injuries
• A mental health hospital adopted a self-sustaining worker-led safety and well-being program
• Healthcare organizations increased capacity, communication, and collaboration to reduce job stress, burnout, and 

violence, and to improve employee retention.

“The value of the training I received for facilitating a listening session 
was indispensable. I am more comfortable leading group discussions.”
—Haylee Coogan, RN, Nurse Educator
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Nursing Staff Satisfaction
Is Good for Patients and Families
In a large nursing care corporation, we documented strong 
links between employees’ satisfaction and resident 
outcomes. Our research showed that for every 1-point 
increase in employee satisfaction, resident and family 
satisfaction increased 17 points, and adverse patient 

outcomes (falls, weight loss, pressure ulcers) 
decreased by 19%.

Spotlight: Worcester Recovery Center and Hospital

Empowering Employees to Become Leaders, Reduce Turnover
Mental health workers are often subjected to violence from patients, making
it a stressful work environment with high turnover.

The Worcester Recovery Center and Hospital (WRCH) addressed these issues head-on as a partner in the Safety & Health 
through Integrated, Facilitated Teams (SHIFT) Study, implementing the Healthy Workplace Participatory Program. WRCH 
collaborated with CPH-NEW to explore the root cause of issues and analyze solutions. Eight years later, the program is still 
active and all of the original team members have been promoted, crediting the skills they learned from the program.

“SHIFT has not only held me, and other administrators, accountable for 
implementing agreed-upon changes, but has also provided an opportunity 

to strengthen trust and credibility with staff. The sustained success
of the program is a strong testament to its value and impact.” 

—Tara Barrett, Chief Operating Officer, Worcester Recovery Center and Hospital



Reducing Job Stressors for Educators
Small Changes Lead to Big Impacts for Teachers
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The Problem

During the pandemic, it became clear how stressful 
teaching can be. However, educators have long been 
experiencing symptoms of anxiety and depression.

Teachers experience a myriad of work stressors such 
as difficult student behavior, work overload, regular 
evaluation, unsupportive administration and 
families, and workplace violence. Low pay and 
unfunded accountability mandates also contribute 
to burnout.

As a result, many teachers leave education to pursue 
other careers. Teacher turnover negatively affects 
students and costs the U.S. $73 billion annually in 
re-training.

The Solution

CPH-NEW researchers have pioneered the 
Educator Well-being Program (EWP), an innovative 
approach that engages teachers and transforms 
working conditions to reduce stress and improve 
well-being. EWP engages teachers directly to 
uncover factors that contribute to their stress and 
develop workplace solutions to improve their 
health and well-being.

Using Total Worker Health principles, the EWP 
generates actionable solutions to protect and 
promote teacher health and gives teachers a voice 
for change.

Our Impact
CPH-NEW partnered with two school districts in Connecticut to roll out the Educator Well-being Program.

At the start of the study, three out of four elementary school teachers reported moderate to high stress, and 43% 
reported clinically significant depression symptoms. This stress fuels teacher shortages, turnover, and declining 
student outcomes – yet most schools lack the guidance and programs needed to address educator well-being. 
The EWP is showing promising results, as shown on the opposite page.

The Results
The EWP empowered teachers and administrators to tackle the root causes of stress, which include:

• enhancing planning time,
• strengthening co-worker support,
• refining job roles, and
• shaping supportive policies. 

Perhaps the most important outcome is how the EWP process makes teachers feel. “Validated” is the word study 
participants used again and again. One administrator described the program as “empowering my teachers and 
giving them a voice in their own health.”

“I felt heard and had the opportunity to 
positively contribute to my school.  
Participation in this team reinforced my 
dedication to my school, colleagues and 
students.” —Elementary School Teacher, 
Study Participant

“The work matters. [The EWP] created a 
space to engage in problem-solving that 
otherwise would just have been 
continued complaints, and [our work] 
carried weight.” —Elementary School 
Teacher, Study Participant

CT Elementary Schools
See Improvement in Teacher
Mental Health
Early evaluations at three Connecticut elementary schools 
show promising results: participating schools report 
improved educator mental health, especially in reducing 
anxiety, and job stress.
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Improving Health Outcomes 
for Corrections Officers
Collaborative Approach Creates a Sustainable Model

The Problem

Correction officers face a sobering reality—a life 
expectancy 12 years shorter than the average 
person. The gap stems from a high-stress 
environment where long shifts and psychological 
strain fuel a cycle of poor sleep, poor nutrition, 
and inactivity. These factors escalate into chronic 
pain from musculoskeletal injuries, hypertension, 
and obesity paired with severe mental health 
burdens, including post-traumatic stress, substance 
misuse, and depression.

The Solution

The Health Improvement Through Employee 
Control (HITEC) project uses worker design teams 
to target four risk areas: diet and nutrition, fitness 
and exercise, ergonomics, and safety and injury 
prevention. We worked with corrections officers, 
supervisors, wardens and unions to develop a Total 
Worker Health program that was created by staff, 
for staff. We trained corrections officers and 
leaders across the state to work collaboratively to 
uncover and solve systemic challenges.

Our Impact
The research made clear that interventions could have significant benefits to the corrections workforce if adopted 
nationally. CPH-NEW was instrumental in forming the National Corrections Collaborative in 2014. This group 
convened three National Symposiums on Corrections Worker Health over a six-year period. Over time, attendance 
increased, partner composition expanded, and themes of concern evolved. This laid the groundwork for later research 
grants, which generated knowledge and needed resources for corrections officers and other public safety workers.

The Results
The Connecticut Department of Correction (DOC) took a leap by partnering with CPH-NEW 20 years ago to look at the 
health and well-being of its staff. Relationship building and trust had to be the first step. The union leadership had to 
believe that management truly wanted to hear feedback and make changes.

Twenty years later, staff and management remain committed to worker participation. With ongoing state funding, CT 
DOC launched its own program website, hitec-doc.com, proudly promoting HITEC as a program “for staff, by staff.”

“HITEC has helped to enable cultural change.”
— Sharonda Carlos, Deputy Commissioner, CT DOC

Highlights from the last 20 years:
• Improved indoor air quality
• Ergonomic mats added to standing posts to reduce 

musculoskeletal injury
• Annual stress education training
• Implemented nutrition and physical health intervention programs
• Dedicated report writing and decompression areas
• Improved sleep hygiene with the help of a smartphone-based app
• Established career and mentoring program
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Spotlight: From Corrections Officer to Lecturer

A single “yes” changed the course 
of Wayne Cole, Jr.’s life.
As a corrections supervisor, Wayne was asked to participate in a 
design team for the Health Improvement Through Employee Control 
(HITEC) program. A decade later, he’s retired, serves as a HITEC 
consultant, and teaches public health at Johnson & Wales University.

Wayne’s first design team project introduced mental health training, 
and he saw a shift in his co-workers. “You see people talk about topics 
they wouldn’t normally talk about. Awareness is being built,” he says. 
Awareness around mental and physical health is something he noticed 
in himself as well. “I’m more aware of how health and work affect me.”

For Wayne, the health impacts are important, but he says HITEC is 
really about empowering employees and giving them a voice. “It’s a 
diverse group of people using all their talents and making changes.” 
Sounds like something worth saying yes to.
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