Discussions on Key Business Trends in Health Care

A Culture of Health

How to make your employees
smarter consumers of health care

How do you begin to change the culture?

How can health savings accounts make employees more
conscious of cost?

How can an employer encourage employees to choose this option?



To encourage employees to choose this option, you can contribute to the
employee’s HSA. If your cost for a traditional plan is $500, and the high-deductible
HSA is $300, you can take half of that savings — $100 — and put it into the HSA.
That is very persuasive.

What is the next step?

Once employees have a financial reason to participate and understand the reasons
behind it, then you have to address their health, as improved health results in a lower
demand for goods and services from doctors, hospitals and pharmacies.

For example, if employees are taking cholesterol medication and lose 10 pounds and
exercise, they might be able to go off that medication. If they conclude they can save
money and improve their lifestyle, now you’re cooking with gas.

The challenge is helping them understand it. That’s how you change the culture.
You don’t change it by beating them over the head, or penalizing them. Instead,
show them why it’s in their best interest, both financially and for their health. And if
employees are healthier, they’re happier and they miss less work, which is a good
thing for them and a great thing for the employer.

How can an employer encourage healthier behaviors?

It has to start at the top, with the CEO and CFO. You can't just talk the talk, you've
got to walk the walk. Your employees aren’t stupid. They’re going to watch what
you do. If your top executives choose traditional plans, your employees are going to
follow suit.

You have to lead by example. If you put a wellness program in place, as the CEO,
you can’t be 100 pounds overweight. It just doesn’t work. You can also provide
healthier foods in vending machines. One of our companies provides apples,
bananas, carrots and broccoli. Those cost 50 cents. You can get Twinkies, as well,
but those are $4. They're not telling employees they can’t have Twinkies, but they are
providing an incentive to buy the apple.

How can a work exercise program encourage healthy behavior?
You can provide an exercise area, but people don’t want to stay after work to
exercise. So give them 30 minutes during the workday to exercise. Some might
argue that's a demanding cost to the employer. But the average employee makes
$20 to $30 an hour, so half an hour costs you $10 to $15.

If you can take someone who is pre-diabetic and keep them from developing
diabetes, you could save half a million dollars over the lifetime that they’re on your
health plan. It's a very cost-effective strategy.

It also improves employees’ attitudes and productivity, and makes you a coveted
employer to work for.
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What are other inexpensive ways to encourage healthy behaviors?
Take control of employees’ screensavers with messages about how to be healthy, eat
healthy and cook healthy. If people see these often enough, they start to get it.

Couple that with contests to make them healthier, anything to make it fun for them to
do the right thing, and award prizes. Individual contests are good, but team contests
are better, because then you’ve got peer pressure.

I's not a cost shift; it's an effort to enlighten people about the true cost of health care,
giving them an incentive to do something about it and then supporting them with the
tools to make the right decisions.

The results don’t happen immediately, but those companies that do these things are
the ones that will experience lower-than-average rate increases on their medical
plans over a period of time.
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