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Executive Summary 

The Boone County Healthy Work Initiative (BCHWI) started as collaboration between three 

cross-sectoral organizations and a governing board in Boone County with the goal to 

examine the precursors to healthy work in Boone County and the region. The Boone County 

Board, the Boone County Health Department (BCHD), Growth Dimensions and The 

Workforce Connection applied to attend the University of Illinois at Chicago’s (UIC) Center 

for Healthy Work “Healthy Work Collaborative to Map Action for Social Change”. UIC’s 

Center for Healthy Work hosted six, four-hour sessions in the summer of 2018. During that 

time, cross-sectoral partnerships formed and the BCHWI began to look more closely at 

work as an important contributing factor of health status. The sessions gave the Boone 

County Healthy Work Initiative an opportunity to understand work as it relates to health and 

how to begin moving the community towards healthier work for those that live and work 

throughout the county. 

Throughout the many activities completed during the UIC info sessions, BCHWI was able 

to compile ideas and resources to produce and embrace their definition of healthy work. 

Healthy work is defined by the Boone County Healthy Work Initiative as inclusive, safe, 

and sustainable employment that provides a living wage, benefits, and opportunities for 

advancement while fostering inclusion. This term was developed to define the project and 

was adapted to the needs of the community. In addition, during the writing process, steps 

were taken to align the initiative with the BCHD’S Illinois Plan for Local Area Needs 

(IPLAN) and the County Comprehensive plan’s goals, strategies, and objectives. 

Precarious employment is a complex issue that impacts an increasing number of workers 

in all economic sectors, resulting in adverse worker, family, and community health 

outcomes. As a county with a significant low wage workforce, BCHWI recognized the 

importance of creating an environmental scan, a resource center to empower and educate 

workers and the necessity of establishing a united effort among all governmental entities 

in the county. 

As a team, BCHWI Initiative developed a strategic plan utilizing the information learned 

from UIC’s Center for Healthy Work Collaborative, their prior knowledge of Boone 

County and, most importantly, with the community’s needs and strengths in mind. This 

plan can be found here. 

Moving into Phase II of UIC’s Healthy Work Collaborative the team plans to collect data 

by conducting an environmental scan1 with the help of UIC researchers. The next steps 

include as outlined in this report conversations with stakeholders, integration of elected 

officials into the process and the creation and the completion of City Council and County 

Board Resolution. 

 

 
1 An environmental scan is a tool for retrieving and organizing data for decision making. Like a need’s assessment, data is collected 

through a review of community stakeholders and community assets. It is used for strategic planning, organizational development, 

information management and enhancing an organization’s ability to anticipate and respond to changes in the environment. 

http://www.boonecountyil.org/sites/default/files/images/file/The%20Boone%20County%20Healthy%20Work%20Initiative%20Final%20Draft%20-%209-19-18.pdf
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Background 
Since May 2018, Boone County Health Department (BCHD) has been leading this 

interdisciplinary team to embark on a mission to gain a comprehensive understanding of their 

surrounding workforce and to facilitate a path towards creating healthier work environments. 

The County Board, Growth Dimensions, and The Workforce Connection participated in the 

“Healthy Work Collaborative to Map Action for Social Change.” This action outreach research 

project was facilitated by the University of Illinois at Chicago’s (UIC) Center for Healthy Work. 

These efforts lead to the formation of the Boone County Healthy Work Initiative (BCHWI) With 

UIC’s technical assistance the collaborative aims to explore strategies to address precarious work 

and health through policy, systems and environmental initiatives for a community-wide effort to 

promote healthy work. 

After the completion of Phase I (May – August 2018), the BCHWI applied for grant funding 

offered by UIC’s Center for Healthy Work to help implement and sustain Phase II of the 

initiative. BCHWI planned to identify and employ a champion for the project, who was 

committed to carrying out the next phase towards achieving healthier work for Boone County. 

Departmental Public Health Intern Emily Morales Reyes, who worked initially with the 

collaborative and apart of BCHD’s Student Mentorship program, was asked to lead as Project 

Coordinator to train all City and County elected officials on healthy work using the BCHWI 

Phase I Strategic Plan document via public meeting. 

Initial plans for Phase II consisted of an environmental scan that involved an in-depth survey of 

workers in Boone County, but the team realized quickly that using a county-wide survey was not 

possible and would not provide the data needed. Instead, focus groups or “community meetings” 

were to be conducted to target and capture input from workers and employers across all of Boone 

County’s major industry sectors. The focus group method was chosen because it allowed access 

to expressed views, opinions, experiences, and attitudes of both employees and employers within 

the county.  

 

Afterwards, a City Council and County Board Resolution would be drafted surrounding the key 

issues gathered from the focus groups. The following report conveys the steps BCHWI took to 

overcome their challenges and capitalize on their successes with the goal to understand their 

surrounding workforce and create a path towards healthier work environments.  
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Precarious Work  
Across the country, millions of workers engage in precarious employment. Precarious 

employment is a complex issue that impacts an increasing number of workers in all economic 

sectors, resulting in adverse worker, family, and community health outcomes. UIC’s Healthy 

Work Collaborative characterizes precarious work by “low wages, high hazards, and a lack of 

benefits, permanency, or opportunities for advancement”.  

 

Work is one of the most important social determinants of health and interacts with health on 

multiple levels. Workers in precarious positions are disproportionately women, immigrants, and 

people of color and are generally more likely to experience absenteeism (missing work for being 

sick), presenteeism (working while sick), and to not have the resources or support to adopt health 

promoting behaviors such as eating right, exercising, or seeking preventative care2. Those in 

precarious work situations often are trapped in this type of work, and often struggle with poverty, 

poor living conditions, and meeting their own health needs, which can lead to unmanaged 

chronic disease and mental health issues, lower life expectancies, and a plethora of other issues 

associated with financial insecurity (including inability to afford basic living expenses like 

childcare, transportation costs, and a greater reliance on public assistance). Because of this, low 

income workers live on average 7-8 years less than middle and high-income workers. The Boone 

County Healthy Work Initiative aims to foster community and systems-based actions towards 

healthy work, and thereby reducing the incidence of the above-mentioned adverse outcomes.  

 

By embracing UIC’s goal to “develop and support policy, systems, and environmental change 

initiatives that improve the health outcomes for workers employed in precarious jobs” and 

reframing precarious work as working to achieve healthy work in Boone County, this 

collaboration will benefit individuals and their families for the long term. 

 

Defining Healthy Work 
For its purposes, the BCHWI has defined healthy work as inclusive, safe, and sustainable 

employment that provides a living wage, benefits, and opportunities for advancement while 

fostering inclusion. This term was developed to define the project and adapted to the needs of the 

community. The Boone County team determined that reframing the language to create a positive 

and “glass half full” definition would be the most productive way to not only support workers in 

the community but also engage local leadership and businesses to create a county wide systemic 

change beneficial for all. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
2 J. Benach, A. Vives, M. Amable, C. Vanroelen, G. Tarafa, C. Muntaner. (2014) Precarious Employment: 

Understanding an Emerging Social Determinant of Health. Annual Review of Public 

Health 2014 35:1, 229-253. 



 

6 | P a g e  
 

BOONE COUNTY HEALTHY WORK INITIATIVE 

Phase II: Identifying Community Allies  
After a series of meetings in the fall of 2018 with County and City officials, buy in was gained 

by the Mayor of Belvidere, the County Administrator and County Board Chairman, the Village 

president of Poplar Grove and the Mayor of Capron.  It was decided to use the City County 

Coordinating Subcommittee of both the Belvidere City Council and the Boone County Board to 

pitch the project proposal and engage these governing officials in the development of the 

environmental scan. After providing all the preliminary materials at the January Meeting, the 

committee voiced their willingness to learn more about the project. When the charter of 

commitment was drafted and a more specific request was developed and brought forward at the 

February meeting, the collaborative was met with skepticism and resistance.  The committee 

provided negative feedback, and several members voiced their concerns that academia should 

not allocate government and taxpayer dollars to projects such as this one. The BCHWI 

revaluated the project proposal and worked to develop a more cohesive and clear argument. 

Moving forward all materials were refined in a less academic and more straightforward manner. 

After consultation with the original community leaders who had condoned this project, it was 

decided that the BCHWI would take their work and proposal to the Boone County Health and 

Human Services Committee. 

Health and Human Services Committee 
After February 2019, BCHWI began to present to the Boone County’s Health and Human 

Services Committee (HHS) on a monthly basis. When not in attendance, a written report was 

provided with progress updates. The Health and Human Services Committee has been a 

supportive and integral aspect to the initiative. Below are the members of the committee as of 

August 2019.  

Health and Human Service Committee Members: 

Jeffrey Carlisle, Chair 

Bernard O'Malley, Vice Chair  

Cherie Bartelt  

Raymond Larson  

Cathy Ward  
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Focus Groups 
With technical assistance from 

UIC, the Boone County Healthy 

Work Initiative decided to conduct 

focus groups with community 

members in order to discuss 

workplace dynamics and capture 

input from the community. Using 

networks within the 

interdisciplinary team to organize, 

five focus groups were conducted 

with the United Auto Workers 

1268, recipients of the federal 

assistance program Women, 

Infants, and Children (WIC) at the 

Boone County Health Department, 

the Rotary Club of Belvidere, the Capron Community and a Luncheon sponsored by Growth 

Dimensions. 

Methodology  
In order to invite workers from all industry sectors to participate, the BCHWI advertised focus 

groups through email and placed an advertisement in the Boone County Shopper, through BCHD 

and their networks of stakeholders and other public spaces. Located in the Appendix A is an 

example of the advertisement placed in the Boone County Shopper. Both Spanish and English 

versions were released with an interpreter present to help translate if needed. A script with 

simple targeted questions for employers and employees found in Appendix B was used with 

each group depending on the demographics of participants. Many questions were purposefully 

broad to provide opportunities for fluid discussions during the focus groups and descriptions of 

personal experiences. At the start of each of the focus groups, the facilitator explained the 

initiative, its purpose, requested approval of the participants to use digital audio recorders, and 

informed participants that all responses would remain confidential. Permission to record was 

granted at each session. Participants took an average of 45 minutes to answer the 8-10 questions. 

WIC recipients were given a $10 gift card from a local grocery store to thank them for their 

willingness to stay after their scheduled WIC education courses and attend the focus group.  

In addition to the focus groups conducted in Boone County, a survey was created using Survey 

Monkey. Because the focus groups were conducted during a busy time for agricultural workers, 

lack of participation was anticipated. After speaking with the manager of the Winnebago-Boone 

Farm Bureau, it was decided to send the focus group questions in an electronic survey format. 

The goal was to make questions accessible and convenient. The Winnebago-Boone Farm Bureau 

advertised the BCHWI project and the option to participate in the survey. However, no responses 

were made by agricultural workers and the survey was deemed unsuccessful.   
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By the end of July 2019, a total of 50 community members participated in the five focus groups. 

Specific demographic data was not collected. Empowering workers to attend and participate at 

scheduled focus group was a struggle but the collaborative quickly realized that the most 

successful focus groups were achieved by using those that had routinely scheduled meetings. 

Below are the common themes found throughout the focus groups that were conducted.  

Results  
Qualitative data analysis revealed six overarching themes (Table 1) across the five focus groups 

conducted. Sub-themes will be discussed within the presentation of each theme.  

Table 1: Overarching Focus Group Themes  

1) Barriers to Employment 

2) Mental and Physical Health 

3) Education 

4) Youth Population  

5) Unemployment and Wages 

6) Employer Recognition  

 
Barriers to Employment  
Across many focus groups, participants reported the affordability and availability of caregivers 

for children and our aging population and transportation as major barriers to employment. 

Caregivers for the elderly were of significant concern as participants discussed the availability of 

homecare givers and being caregivers themselves. Respondents expressed the stress and concern 

surrounding sick or ageing loved ones:  

“My biggest concern right now is elderly people. I have been playing nurse to my partner for 

the last few months after she broke her foot. It’s a big concern right now. I was able to do this 

for her but without me I don't know what she would have done.”  

“The majority of the issues related to healthy work are associated with decreased availability 

of homecare givers whether it be caregivers for the elderly or children.  We've seen a 

demographic shift in terms of individual’s being home.” 

"I'm really pleased we have the Boone County Council on Aging and what they've been able to 

do. Federal funding goes down into our State funding and comes back to us and I don't feel we 

are getting our share. If we can keep people living in their homes and lower costs of nursing 

homes that should be our goal." 

“One of the largest unpaid and unhealthy positions people are finding themselves in are in 

caring for a loved one. If you are taking a leave of absence from your job and caring for a 

loved one that is dying or ill it’s a stressful situation.” 
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A prominent sub-theme identified within this overarching theme was the issue of childcare as a 

barrier to work for parents. Respondents spoke about parents who are forced between finding 

employment or staying home because of the inability to afford childcare: 

“Young children in the home who are not old enough to go to school, where do you take them? 

Many of the families we work with don’t have the education or skill piece to tie into certain 

jobs so it’s a lot of minimum wage or maybe a little bit higher pay. Making out of home 

daycare not feasible which means they end up having to stay home.” 

“The hardest thing to deal with is single individuals raising a child or children. They are 

faced with financial challenges, babysitting challenges, and illness. That stress affects their 

job.” 

“Parents are faced with their choice of working a $10-hour job, but day care is $200 a week 

and their car is broken, and they can’t afford to fix it. The hopelessness of the situation would 

make it easy to give up. No matter how many ways they do the math on it – it isn’t ever going 

to pencil out.” 

“I have a daughter who has a baby and she struggles to find affordable AND safe childcare. 

Safe affordable childcare is a big deal."   

“Daycare has gotten so expensive. If a working parent is only making $9.50 or $10.50 an hour 

and they have to pay a babysitter, then they have to decide on working or staying home to take 

care of that child.” 

As participants stated, in rural areas like Boone County’s, transportation can impact finding and 

maintaining employment. The lack of access to public transportation impacts opportunity for 

employment for the county’s youth populations and others as reported across focus groups. 

Efficient and affordable transportation is an important driver in economic growth in rural areas 

and helps ensure that people can obtain services and participate in public life. Respondents 

mentioned the difficulty of accessing transportation or younger workers affording their own 

vehicle:  

"Young people don't have an easy time buying vehicles to make it to work. It’s a barrier to 

independence."     

"Transportation in this area stops people from being able to work.” 

"Transportation is a big issue and barrier to work for some people." 

 
Mental and Physical Health  
In all focus groups, participants discussed a variety of ways their mental and physical health was 

impacted by work and factors that led to increased stress on the job. Employers noted influences 

they witnessed that brought workers stress. Lay-offs, budget cuts, and previously mentioned 

outside barriers to work were issues mentioned: 

https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/planning/megaregions/reports/regional_planning_organizations/page04.cfm
https://trrjournalonline.trb.org/doi/abs/10.3141/1623-08
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"The most stressful thing was not having the things I needed to do my job because of the 

budget. They are always cutting back. We are understaffed." 

“One of the biggest issues is choosing between work and staying home and collecting 

whatever benefits you can. If wages are not good enough for you to afford a babysitter, 

transportation, and all kinds of things than sometimes it’s not even worth it. Of course, that’s 

going to affect health because you feel like a burden on society, yet you can’t participate 

because you can’t afford it. I think that causes mental health issues like depression or drug 

use. It’s a major thing.”  

“I was a caregiver myself while also raising my children. Subsequently, as I’ve seen in 

employees that I have supervised that type of stress comes into the workplace and it’s not that 

they’re bringing it unduly. They’re not allowing that to control their work but that level of “I 

have to be here, and this job is much higher stake for me”. Women especially are dealing with 

the changing roles. Women are still getting comments like “You should be home” or the 

experiences of difference in pay for the same job. Those types of things are increasing stress in 

the workplace.” 

(Speaking about recent layoffs) "It really is extremely stressful. You don't know where your 

next dollar is coming from and you worry about things like health insurance." 

"There are so many people who do not understand the amount of time and energy that goes 

into farming. It’s a 24-hour day job, 7 days a week.” 

“Companies are downsizing. They're cutting their workforce. So, the remaining employees are 

expected to do their work and the work of former employees. This creates a very stressful 

environment.  We are seeing problems with depression within our workforce.”   

(Speaking about the recent layoffs) “I feel like I'm a counselor sometimes because I hear so 

much from community members. It’s sad and breaks my heart. I hear how broken mentally and 

emotionally people are feeling about their current work situations.” 

Respondents briefly discussed workplace injuries, chemical usage, and other hazardous materials 

they encounter: 

 

 

"Chemicals at my job impacted people’s asthma and COPD. The smells coming from the 

equipment made their symptoms worse.” 

“I noticed a lot of my colleagues carrying back supports for their chairs and it occurred me 

that I don’t want to be like that.” 

“There are many hazards to farming. You hear about the cancer cases resulting from the use 

of different chemicals on farms. It can be dangerous.” 
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Education  
Respondents raised concern about the cost of college for students, student loan debt, and spoke 

about the need for vocational programs to attain a more skilled workforce: 

“Make college free. If tuition is off the table and all you really need to do is pay for your 

clothes or transportation or room board then the idea of getting a summer job is a good idea. 

Like it was when we were kids. A summer of work at Burger Kind or somewhere else would be 

worth it again.”                

"If I could have afforded it, I would have got my bachelor’s degree right away instead of so 

many year later. I received it over a decade ago and continue to pay on my student loans." 

"If I could I would redo my education and would have gone into a business school. Because 

the degree would have been the foundation of my career and could have opened doors for me." 

“We are in need of a really good vocation school in the county." 

“We've changed generationally. 4 years of college has been stressed but trade schools have 

not. We have a very hard time finding someone to fill our technical positions. Most of them 

aren't young people. Good technicians are nearing retirement.”                                                         

"I wish I could offer tuition reimbursement to my staff. We lose staff to the area hospitals 

because they will pay for higher education in nursing. Education is invaluable to the 

community and it raises the standard of living for a lot of our community members.”                                                     

 
Youth Population  

Worth noting, during the data analysis two points of stress that were brought up across several 

focus groups were issues surrounding the safety of children and the concern older respondents 

felt for the next generation of workers:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Across the US all of our educators and students are under a lot more stress today because of 

safety issues at school with people coming in with guns and shooting up schools and things 

like that.” 

“I didn't grow up being forced to hear about the most recent shooter walking into a school or 

that children are being killed. Its brutal and I don't remember growing up with these events 

like kids today have to endure.”    

“With technology in our hands, people are getting bullied and harassed online. It really truly 

affects the mentality of every individuals if they don’t have the tools to handle it.” 
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In most of the focus groups, respondents spent time discussing their perceptions of younger 

workers and anxiety surrounding the perceived loss of youth populations from the county: 

 
Unemployment and Wages 
Respondents spoke at length about current wages and the difficulty in finding employment in the 

county. However, responses gave mixed answers about the availability of employment: 

It’s difficult to attract and keep talent because our hours irregular" 

"I know several people who are unemployed."   

“There are huge turnover issues in caseworker positions and supervisor positions. So, when 

there is that turnover the caseworkers that are left will have to take over those cases. 

Caseworkers are already very much overworked. They already have bigger caseloads than 

they are legally supposed to have. So not only is that causing stress on caseworkers and 

supervisors, but it also puts stress on the families they work with.”    

“I know young people who are out of work.”     

“Companies right now better wake up. Unemployment is low but millennials are not happy 

making $30-40,000 a year. Many of workers have a low incentive in staying. We have large 

amounts of turnover in companies. Companies will have no choice but to empower their 

workers and recognize their efforts in order to keep their employees.” 

“I don’t think lack of jobs is an issue.” 

“I'm not a fan of my job. I do it because it’s what I'm used to. I've been doing it since I was a 

teenager. It’s what I know. It’s not easy to find work around here anymore which is why I've 

stayed.” 

“It’s been hard looking for another job. they typically want you to have a couple years of 

experience or a higher education that I don't have."                                                          

"I know a few people who are unemployed. In order to find a job, it would require them to go 

outside the county and be away from home. 

Respondent A:" Some kids just don't seem to have a drive or need to work."  

Respondent B: "If a kid is college bound, the amount of money they could make at a summer 

job is nothing in comparison to the potential scholarship money they can attain by building a 

resume by doing volunteering work, sports camps or clubs. Their time would be better served 

in spending time building their resume because there will be more money available in grants 

and scholarships then they could ever make at a summer job.” 

“When you are born on a farm young people grow up and want to leave. Getting young people 

interested on staying on the farm is important.” 

"It's important to mention the youth retention issue for our rural community and others like 

ours. Mentorships and getting them involved in the community can give our youth a sense of 

belonging, meaning, or accomplishment which would be helpful in keeping them." 

(Speaking about manufacturing) “It’s a challenging dealing with a different demographic of 

age groups. The age group has changed. We viewed it as a career, but the younger workers 

view it as just a job.”                                                                                     

"The stress of balancing car payments, house payment and other bills is very difficult for the 

young workforce. I think we need to educate our young workforce on how to manage our 

money more appropriately so that they can account for unexpected things. It used to be a 

guaranteed 40-hour check, but we no longer do that.” 
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“I think there are plenty of jobs in the county. It’s just an issue of finding the right people to 

fill those roles.” 

We've successfully had about half our workforce fluent in both Spanish and English which is 

great but keeping that up is a challenge. It easy to get a job at one of the hospital if you’re a 

nurse you can go somewhere and make more money or you can get special level training and 

then move somewhere else that will pay more or have more upward mobility." 

“One of my parent's is out of work after the layoff. Since they have a criminal background it 

has made finding a job close to impossible. We have a mortgage, car payments and other bills. 

I don't what we're going to do.” 

 

Regarding wages, respondents were in agreement about current wages:  

 

“Higher wages. We already have great benefits. We need higher wages. We have people 

working in position that been there 20 plus years and have had maybe 2 or 3 raises.” 

“Raise the pay rate for waiters and waitresses. We make very little money. $5 is not enough to 

pay somebody’s bills.” 

“Daycare has gotten so expensive. If a working parent is only making $9.50 or $10.50 an hour 

and they have to pay a babysitter, then they have to decide on working or staying home to take 

care of that child.” 

(In response to what changes need to be made) “Wages that are worth working for and can 

help you sustain a family and living style.” 

 

Employer Recognition  
When asked about working conditions, the BCHWI received many positive comments from 

respondents about their work environments, improvements noticed and appreciation for their 

employers:  

“Years ago, there were accidents, injuries and sometimes violence in my workplace. Since 

then the company has made adjustments to make the place safer. My work environment adjusts 

to my height or the height of my coworkers making it more ergonomically correct and safe." 
“I do want to acknowledge my company for at least trying to show their appreciation for their 

employees. We have a day out of the year that’s just about us and we get together to eat and 

hangout just to celebrate us for working hard.” 

"My job is really good at hiring young people and giving them an opportunity to work while in 

high school and give them experience." 

" I love that my employer cares about me and cares about the community in which we do 

business."    

"We do give back to our community. We have ice cream socials. We give additional breaks 

when it’s hot and give out popsicles. We have pizza parties. We are trying to find new ways to 

engage our employees. We want them to feel comfortable working with us for a long period of 

time." 

"We are very progressive when it comes to industry. We are very progressive when it comes to 

human rights. We have a really great leadership, who do a tremendous job creating a positive 

environment for families and the community." 
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Discussions 
The purpose of this community participatory research was to understand how work impacts the 

health of community members. The BCHWI sought to collect ideas and recommendations in 

order to facilitate the development of an effective and tailored intervention to improve health. 

Results from the focus groups reveal respondents: 1) perceive that caregivers, childcare and 

transportation are barriers to employment and feel that 2) the workplace can be very stressful and 

sometimes dangerous to one’s mental and physical health 3) a greater emphasis and availability 

for vocational programs and access to affordable education could provide the county with a more 

skilled workforce 4) young workers have different values than those of the workers before them 

and are leaving the county taking educational and technical skills with them 5) higher wages are 

needed and finding employment can be a struggle and lastly that 6) Boone County is a 

community people are proud to work in and some employers are taking the initiative to 

recognize their employees. These results detail the complexities of precarious work and its 

adverse health consequences on individuals and their families.  

 

Limitations 
Working within a rural county with a limited budget and a tight timeline to complete proposed 

project goals required creative problem solving but was not without its limitations. The BCHWI 

had the goal in mind to seek a diverse set of focus groups but were not able to hear from all 

community members or industry sectors through the small sample of feedback given. As 

anticipated, the collaborative identified sample bias in the core demographics.  

Workers identifying as under the age of 25, people of color, immigrants, or Spanish speaking 

only were all populations with limited participation in the focus group data. In the future, the 

BCHWI hopes to target these groups further. Due to the lack of access to these populations this 

may have influenced results.  

This may be due in part to the timing of the initiative which coincided with multiple community 

wide issues. Focus groups were conducted during agricultural workers harvest season. Thus, 

making it more difficult for farmers and other agricultural workers to attend focus groups and 

provide insight on their experiences. Flooding, heat waves, and other severe weather issues made 

this growing season particularly tough on Boone County farmers. Furthermore, Boone County’s 

largest employer Fiat Chrysler Automotive, had layoffs impacting around 1,400 workers after 

eliminating third shift operations in May of 20193. The psychological and financial impacts this 

may have had on workers could have impacted results of focus groups. Lastly, the current 

political climate and dialogue surrounding immigrants and the Hispanic community may have 

played a role in the feedback or lack of participation given from these populations.  

 

 

 
3 Braun, G. (2019, February). Belvidere Assembly Plant to lay off up to 1,371 workers May 2. Rockford Register 

Star, Retrieved from https://www.rrstar.com/news/20190226/belvidere-assembly-plant-to-lay-off-up-to-1371-

workers-may-2 

 

https://www.rrstar.com/news/20190226/belvidere-assembly-plant-to-lay-off-up-to-1371-workers-may-2
https://www.rrstar.com/news/20190226/belvidere-assembly-plant-to-lay-off-up-to-1371-workers-may-2
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Embracing Healthy Work in Boone County, IL: RESOLUTION NO. 19-20 
The overarching themes Boone County respondents spoke of are not isolated to the county but 

instead are issues witnessed across rural counties in the US. However, further research on how 

these issues specifically impact rural areas is needed. After the conclusion of the focus group and 

data analysis, the BCHWI began the draft of a resolution that encompasses the issues community 

members reported and sought the support of the Boone County Board.  

 

On Wednesday, August 14th, 2019, the Boone County Healthy Work Initiative presented to 

Boone County’s Health and Human Services Committee to give a final presentation on the 

progress made during Phase II. After presenting the results of the focus group and proposed draft 

City Council and County Board resolution, HHS voted unanimously (5-0) for it to be passed onto 

the full County Board on Wednesday, August 21st. The Boone County Board passed the 

resolution with an 11-1 vote. The signed and passed resolution “Embracing Healthy Work in 

Boone County, Illinois” can be found in Appendix C.  

 

Support from local leaders not only lends to the credibility of the project but will help sustain the 

initiative for the long-term as an important community health issue. The Boone County Healthy 

Work Initiative is appreciative of the support they have cultivated from community members and 

local government. BCHWI looks forward to continuing current partnerships and the potential for 

further cross-sectoral collaboration.  

 

Next Steps 
The Boone County Health Department will continue to lead the partnering organizations to 

accomplish the vision of “achieving a healthy workforce and ensure a safe and healthy work 

environment” during Phase III of the Initiative. The Boone County Healthy Work Initiative plans 

to seek further funding by applying for a second grants offered by UIC’s Center for Healthy 

Work in order to help implement and sustain the initiative into Phase III. With the passing of the 

resolution, the Boone County Healthy Work Initiative plans to use county support to help drive 

the creation of a resource center for workers and community members. 

 

Presenting at Local and National Conferences 
In July 2019, Amanda Mehl and Emily Morales Reyes traveled to Orlando, Florida to present 

this unique project and initial data findings at the National Association of City and County 

Health Conference (NACCHO). NACCHO compromises nearly 3,000 local health departments 

across the United States, supporting and advocating on behalf of local public health and works to 

optimize strategic alliance and partnerships. In addition, the BCHWI anticipates presenting at 

Illinois Public Health Association (IPHA) 78th Annual Conference. As a one of a kind initiative, 

presenting at NACCHO and IPHA not only brings Boone County local and national recognition 

but gives other rural counties a chance to replicate the initiative. 

 

Resource Center 
The BCHWI would like to establish a location that provides workers information about their 

rights, resources to help remedy employment-related issues and advocates for healthy 
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communities. A resource center would be created in hopes to empower the labor community, 

increase civic engagement and improve working conditions. Currently, the BCHWI is 

considering reaching out to The Workforce Connection as a potential location for the resource 

center. Their current career center is focused on helping jobseekers find meaningful employment 

that provides self-sufficient wages. A career planner is available to help direct, provide training, 

supportive services, and more in a job-seeker’s employment journey. Since The Workforce 

Connection career center is already place where people go to for help, it may be beneficial to add 

a resource component for employment-related issues as well. 
 

Conclusion 
The Boone County Healthy Work Initiative is grateful for the support they have cultivated from 

community members and local government. The Boone County Health Department will continue 

to take the lead with partnering agencies to leverage support and move the community towards 

creating healthy work and positive change.  
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Previous Report  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Boone County Healthy Work Initiative Phase I 

 

 

 

 

http://www.boonecountyil.org/sites/default/files/images/file/The%20Boone%20County%20Healthy%20Work%20Initiative%20Final%20Draft%20-%209-19-18.pdf
http://www.boonecountyil.org/sites/default/files/images/file/The%20Boone%20County%20Healthy%20Work%20Initiative%20Final%20Draft%20-%209-19-18.pdf
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Appendices Begins 
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Appendix A – Boone County Shopper Advertisement  
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Appendix B – Focus Group Questions for Employees and Employers  

 

Date of Community Meeting:  ___ / ___ / _________ 

 

Focus Group Moderator’s Name:  

 

Assistant Moderator’s Name:  

 

Number of participants: 
 

 

Time of Focus Group: 

 

Start |__|__: __|__| 

 

End |__|__: __|__| 

 

Introduction:  
Thank you for participating in this discussion. We are the Boone County Healthy Work 
Initiative. We started as a collaboration between four separate organizations providing 
services in the region. Those organizations and their representatives are: Amanda Mehl, 
Public Health Administrator at the Boone County Health Department; Emily Morales 
Reyes, Project Coordinator at the Boone County Health Department; Cira Bennett, 
Business Services Representative at The Workforce Connection; Pamela Lopez-Fettes, 
Executive Director at Growth Dimensions; Sherry Giesecke, member of the Boone 
County Board. The Boone County Healthy Work Initiative strives for a community-wide 
effort towards healthy work. We are talking to groups of workers and employers of 
Boone County. We are seeking to get a more in-depth understanding of experiences 
and perceptions of work in the region. We plan to summarize the information we collect 
during our conversations and present it to County Board members.  

I have the set of questions here in front of me to help guide the conversation. We ask 
your permission to record the conversation so that we can review the recording later 
and identify themes that emerged within this focus group and across the other focus 
groups. In addition to the use of digital recorders my colleague here [name of Assistant 
Moderator] may be taking some notes so that we can make certain we get our 
comments correct. We will not be using your names or any other identifiers that you 
share today.  
 
For this meeting to go well we ask that: 

✓ Only one person speaks at a time (best for audio recording quality) 
✓ We respect all opinions (it’s unlikely we will all agree on everything) 
✓ There are no right or wrong answers or opinions 
✓ We ask that you please respect everyone’s privacy 
 

Any questions or comments before we begin? [wait for questions] 
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Great. So, let’s get started. I’m going to turn on the recorder now. I’ll let you know when 
I turn it off at the end of our discussion as well.  

 Turn digital recorders on.  

Community Meeting Questions 
Introduction Questions (Pick one or two) 

Who works for a relative? Who measures their work in decades? What’s your favorite 

thing about Boone County? What are you most excited about in relation to your job this 

year? 

Employee Questions  
Health Related Questions  

1. What are the most significant issues facing you in your work environment? 

Do you feel this may be an issue in your community?  Can you provide an 

example from your own experience or from someone you know of who 

had this issue? 

2. How does your work impact your health? How about your family’s health?  

Employment/Unemployed 

3. What kind of work do/did you do?  

4. If you or someone you know is out of work: How long have they/you been 

out of work? 

5. What are some barriers you/they encounter when looking for work in our 

community? 

Recommendations from the Community 

6. What could be done to make finding employment easier in our 

community? 
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7. If you could change one thing about your work environment what would 

it be?   

8. If there was one thing you wanted leaders in the community to know 

about your work conditions what would it be?   

a. What else do you think would be important for us to know that is 

related to your work experiences? 

Thank you very much for your time. We appreciate your input and support of this 

evaluation to help understand and improve worker health. 

Community Meeting Questions 
Introduction Questions (Pick one or two) 

What’s your favorite thing about Boone County? What are you most excited about in 

relation to your job this year? Who measures their work in decades? 

Employer Questions 

1.  What are the biggest obstacles you face when hiring and retaining 

employees in our community?  

a. Is that the same for others? 

Health Related Questions  

2. Does the workplace influence health? If, so how? 

a. What are the biggest health issues that your worker population 

faces?  

3. If you had unlimited time and money and could make a few major 

changes to improve the health of your workers, what would you do 

(first)? 
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Management  

4.    the community’s strengths and weaknesses as a place to do 

business? 

5. Are there any barriers to growth in this community? Can you provide 

examples? 

Recommendations  

6. If there was one thing you wanted community leaders to know about 

your work conditions what would it be?   

a. What else do you think would be important for us to know that is 

related to your experiences? 

Thank you very much for your time. We appreciate your input and support of this 

evaluation to help understand and improve worker health. 
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Appendix C – Embracing Healthy Work in Boone County, IL: RESOLUTION NO. 19-20 
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Appendix C – Embracing Healthy Work in Boone County, IL: RESOLUTION NO. 19-20 
 

 


