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Companies, Individuals Bet on Incentives to Lose Weight
WELLNESS: Social
Dieting Gains Traction
And Some HR Critics
■ By TOM YORK

After weighing in at 222 pounds last 
year, Encinitas resident Simon Menkes  
realized he had to get thinner. He was 
beginning to suffer from health issues 
related to his obesity.

At fi rst, he tackled the challenge of 
weight loss on his own but met with lim-
ited success. Then Menkes signed up to 
participate in an incentive program to 
lose more at weight reduction website 
Healthywage.com . 

The Sorrento Valley corporate con-
troller bet $200 of his own money each 
month that he could lose 45 pounds in 
six months. 

If  he met his goal, he would win up to 
a couple thousand dollars in cash. If  he 
didn’t, he would lose the $1,200.

Menkes met his goal — and won the 
bet, eventually dropping to 149 pounds.

For his efforts, he received $1,920 in 
cash, as well as earning the satisfaction 
of being lighter and healthier. 

“It was very stressful,” he said of the 
process, “Especially toward the end.”

He said he had to wrap himself  inside 
a plastic garbage bag to generate sweat 
and work out vigorously the last two 
days before the deadline to lose the fi nal 
two pounds.

“But I did it, and now I feel like a mil-
lion dollars,” he said.

Menkes has joined the tens of thou-
sands who have taken to cash-incentive 
websites to fi nd motivation to lose weight. 

Jamie Scott Lytle

Simon Menkes 
is one of a 

growing number 
of people 
who have 

used a social 
dieting site 

as motivation 
for improving 

health.

It’s a slice of market that has grown 
since the New York City-based Healthy-
wage fi rst went online six years ago. Com-
petitors include DietBet  and FatBet.Net , 
which lets friends and co-workers make 
wagers on how much weight they can lose.

The sites are trying to muscle their way 
into a $30 billion a year industry that 
includes the likes of WeightWatchers , in 
which Oprah Winfrey  acquired a 10 per-
cent share last month, and Carlsbad’s 
Jenny Craig , which Swiss food giant Nes-
tle SA  acquired in 2006 for $600 million.

Fidelity Investments and the Nation-
al Business Group on Health  recently 
released the results of a survey of 121 
large companies, which found that 95 
percent of U.S. employers offer some 

sort of wellness program, which can 
include incentives and prizes for losing 
weight, Fidelity said. 

Odds in Their Favor
Jimmy Fleming , who co-founded 

Healthywage.com with David Roddenber-
ry  in 2009, said research has shown that 
workers are three times more likely to lose 
weight by making a bet on the ordeal. 

The Healthywage site now has close 
to 600 corporate clients nationwide, with 
active participation from businesses and 
individuals in San Diego, said Fleming. 

Social dieting companies make money 
from fees to set up corporate programs 
and also from losing bets. Many con-
sumers appear to be content to lose some 

weight even if they do not win their bet.
Fleming said the business has grown 

150 percent per year over six years. 
“We have disproportionate partici-

pation from San Diego,” said Fleming. 
“You have good weather all year round 
with a very active population. And it’s 
a place where people like a challenge.”

Dropping 10 Million Pounds
More than 200,000 consumers have 

participated in various challenge pro-
grams at the site so far this year, drop-
ping 10 million pounds in the process. 

Fleming said his site runs three-
month, six-month and one-year chal-
lenges, including a challenge for $10,000 
in cash prizes that ends Jan. 22. 

So far this year, the site’s paid out 
more $2.5 million through the various 
cash rewards-based weight loss pro-
grams. 

“One of the reason we’re in the busi-
ness is to have a social impact, to make 
a change,” he said.

He said he knows the weight loss 
claimed is valid because each partici-
pant’s weight is verifi ed at the beginning 
of the wager and at the end.

“We know how much weight people 
have lost. We have thousands of success 
stories from people who have provided 
before and after photos to prove what 
they’ve done.”

A Losing Proposition
But not everyone is so sure that betting 

against one’s weight loss is a good thing.
Alisa Guralnick , a North County 

human resource consultant, thinks the 
idea of paying employees to lose weight

It is North County Philanthropy Council’s great privilege each year 
to recognize and celebrate the volunteers selected by our member 
organizations. All will be honored at this special luncheon for giving 
their time, talent and /or treasure to help others and to improve the 
quality of life in our community.
Each year, member organizations of NCPC select an outstanding 
volunteer to receive this prestigious award and to be honored at the 
annual Volunteer Awards Luncheon in the company of their friends, 
famiy, colleagues, and  dignitaries.  This year’s event will take place 
on Thursday, November 12th at the Sheraton Carlsbad Resort & Spa. 
Please join us to celebrate the contributions of many outstanding 
volunteers who have given countless hours of dedicated service to 
enhance the quality of life in our region and benefit our communities 
in countless ways.
 
Don’t miss this special opportunity to say thank you!  

28th ANNUAL 
VOLUNTEER AWARDS LUNCHEON 

presented by 

THURSDAY 
NOV. 12 
2015
Sheraton Carlsbad  
Resort and Spa
5480 Grand Pacific Drive
Carlsbad, CA  92008

Registration  
& Social: 11:00 a.m

Lunch & Awards 
Noon until 2:00p.m. 

$75 per person
$750 for table of 10

 

Special thanks to:
Tri-City Medical Center

Datron World Communications
Interfaith Community Services

North County Lifeline
Palomar College Foundation

Polito Eppich Associates
and other generous sponsors for their support

For information or 
reservations, 
please visit:

ncphilanthropy.org

or contact:
760-729-6711

info@ncphilanthropy.org

The mission of the 
North County Philanthropy 
Council is to promote and 
strengthen philanthropic

impact in our communities.
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