
F E AT U R E

U
Written By Laura Carabello

Ups and downs with wellness vendors over the past few years 
may have left employers and plan sponsors pondering what their 
expectations should be in 2024 and beyond. 

One thing is for certain:  employers increasingly see wellbeing as 
crucial to their workforce health, productivity, and benefits strategy.  
Despite any downturn in the current economic environment, it doesn’t 
appear that they will be reducing their investment in support of 
programs and services with more growth surrounding incentives.  

In fact, according to the 14th Annual Employer-Sponsored Health & 
Wellbeing Survey of 184 employers fielded by Fidelity Investments 
and Business Group on Health, 9 in 10 employers felt that a sagging 
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economy would not lead to any reduction and 3 in 10 planned to 
actually increase their investment. The responses point to particular 
promise for those interested in increasing social cohesion:

•	 82% of employers plan to focus on social connectedness (70% 
in 2022)

•	 79% plan to focus on community (67% in 2022)
This heightened attention to employee wellbeing undoubtedly resulted 
from the physical and mental toll of the pandemic along with increased 
emphasis on job satisfaction. Harvard Business School advises that at 
a time when many workers are struggling with mental health issues, 
workplace wellness programs need to go beyond providing gym 
discounts and start offering employees tailored solutions that improve 
their physical and emotional well-being.  

They advise that many wellness programs are simply built on a 
“set-it-and-forget-it” mentality, often making them undervalued 
and inadequate in supporting employees’ needs, both on and off 
the job. They contend that many companies are wasting precious 
financial resources on ineffective programs and as a result, suffer the 
costs of losing talent, replacing disengaged employees and watching 
productivity take a nosedive.  

Harvard business experts still point a finger at COVID-19, highlighting 
the fact that workers expect employers to go beyond offering access 
to mental health apps and setting up fitness challenges. Traditionally, 
workplace wellness programs have focused on ways to lower 
healthcare costs, but this is far from adequate to meet employee 
needs.  

Furthermore, when there’s a drain on employees’ physical, mental, 
and emotional energy, productivity is naturally affected.  As a result, 
companies ultimately bear the cost of lost productivity through 
employee resignations, as well as the expense of replacing unhappy, 
burned-out workers who depart. With the costs of replacing an 
employee cited at as much as three to four times a position’s salary, 
attrition due to burnout is worth preventing.

Given the benefits of introducing a robust wellness program, the 
question becomes, “What should employers expect from their wellness 
vendor?”

Amanda Rieger-Green, MPH, CEO 
and founder of Soul Pathology, 
described as a transformative 
force in wellness, resilience 
and personal growth serving 
employers, organizations and 
individuals, says, “Vendors 
provide solutions and 
accountability and should not rely 
upon the employers to create 
wellness solutions with metrics, 
data and statistics to document 
performance.”

She recommends that employers 
seek out vendors that can offer 
uniquely tailored solutions for 
their population and organization, 
creating accountability, employee 
engagement and traction -- the 
calm that results in an ongoing 
conversation that yields value.

“In the rapidly evolving landscape 
of modern business, success 
is no longer solely defined by 
bottom-line profits and market 
share dominance,” she says.  
“A new era has dawned, one 
where organizational success is 
intimately intertwined with the 
well-being of its most valuable 
asset: its employees. This 
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paradigm shift has ushered in 
the age of enlightened employers 
who recognize that the path to 
sustained success is paved with a 
genuine commitment to employee 
well-being.”

She emphasizes that 
organizational success is 
unequivocally linked with the 
well-being of its workforce. 
“Prioritizing employee well-being 
isn’t a transient trend -- it’s a 
strategic imperative that reshapes 
the destiny of organizations,” 
she says. “By nurturing an 
environment that honors 
employees’ physical, mental, and 
emotional health, organizations 
are sowing seeds of prosperity 
that ripple across every facet of 
their operations.”

 

Teri Weber, Senior Vice 
President, Spring Consulting 
Group, an Alera Group Company, 
concurs, “While we expect 
continued innovation in this 
space, we believe it is not 
necessarily about needing more 
but about assessing the options 
available and understanding what 
an organization’s unique needs 
are related to wellness.”

She says there should be a clear line between claims cost drivers, 
employee demographics, and employee feedback to any wellness and 
mental health initiatives being undertaken. 

“This is a crowded marketplace when it comes to point solutions and 
tactics, and employers should avoid doing everything and instead take 
a more targeted approach,” she continues. “Answering the wellness 
and burnout question should go beyond perks or benefits offered to 
include the overall corporate culture and how things like time off, 
flexible work and career development opportunities are accounted 
for.”  

NEED FOR EMPLOYER SUPPORT

WELCOA, an organization with 4,000 corporate members and 
respected resource for building high-performing, healthy workplaces, 
says there’s a hard truth to this dissonance that many companies 
experience with wellness vendors.  

In many instances, it’s not the vendor, it’s the organization. They 
recommend some “tough love” before searching for another vendor 
partner:  gain clarity around organizational needs, develop a deep 
awareness of how conducive the work environment is for wellness, 
and assess strengths and weaknesses. 

At UR Medwatch, providing care management solutions that address 
employee wellness at all stages of health, Sally-Ann Polson, President 
and CEO, advises, “Historically, traditional wellness programs have 
been ineffective because of lack of employer support and therefore 
member engagement.  It is not enough to simply offer the benefit -- it 
has to be promoted and members rewarded for participating and truly 
working towards improved health."

She says the most effective wellness programs include some type 
of member incentive that is important to their specific population, 
“One size does not fit all, but often removing the cost barrier and 
decreasing or eliminating member co-pays and deductibles has proven 
to be enticing.”

Polson advises employers not to expect to see a fast return on their 
investment: “Wellness is a long-term event, and the benefits of getting 
or staying healthy are almost impossible to measure, but the cost of 
doing nothing will soon become painfully evident through the increase 
in ongoing and high-cost medical events.”

Jenny Wan, director, Sales & Marketing, Health Portal Solutions, 
shares, “I don’t think lack of options is the issue here. EAP-type 
programs have been around for years, and new mental health 
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programs and vendors are entering 
the market every day now. What 
employers need the most is support 
in promoting and driving employee 
utilization of these programs. This 
support could come in the form 
of giving employers training on 
communication strategies, privately-
branded materials to use, and even 
suggested promotion schedule.” 

She says an employer can have the 
best program in the world, but if it’s 

not promoted, program utilization and ROI will be low. Wise wellness 
vendors will not only provide a solid program but also well-established 
tools and strategies to equip employers in promoting it.  

HEALTH VS. WELLNESS

The terms “health” and “wellness” are often used interchangeably. 
The World Health Organization (WHO) defines health as, “a state of 
complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the 
absence of disease or infirmity.” 

Although wellness can be defined 
similarly, some suggest that 
wellness is more active and 
process-oriented whereas health 
is more of a state of being. For 
example, the National Wellness 
Institute (NWI) defines wellness 
as, “an active process through 
which people become aware of, 
and make choices toward, a more 
successful existence.” Natural 
approaches, self-healing and 
preventive care provide a firm 
foundation for wellness today.  
NWI advises that by mindfully 
focusing on wellness in our lives, 
people can build resilience and 
are able to thrive amidst life’s 
challenges.

CANARX 
sets the 
standard 
for safety and 
savings, making us 
the smart choice for 
self-funded health plans 
and their members, who 
get maintenance medications 
at zero copay.

CONTACT US TODAY
FOR YOUR FREE
SAVINGS ASSESSMENT
canarx.com  |  1-888-739-2718

SIMPLE.
SAFE.

SMART.
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Complete, 
customizable  
TPA solutions

From locally-focused to national-scale programs, AmeriHealth Administrators 

offers a full spectrum of third-party administration and business process 

outsourcing services. Our scalable capabilities service many unique customers, 

including self-funded employers, Tribal nations, international travelers, and  

labor organizations. 

We offer innovative solutions, insight, and expertise to help you manage your 

health plan and capabilities, control costs, and support employees’ health.

Visit amerihealth.com/tpa to learn more about how we can work with you.

www.amerihealth.com/tpa


SIX DIMENSIONS OF WELLNESS

Source:  National Wellness Institute. https://nationalwellness.org/
resources/six-dimensions-of-wellness/

IS MENTAL HEALTH A 
COMPONENT OF WELLNESS?

Wan says, “Absolutely. The 
COVID-19 pandemic brought to 
the surface an issue that had 
been building below the surface 
for quite some time. The effects 
of isolation, loneliness, and 
stress have brought to light an 
incredible mental health need that 
is just as detrimental to employee 
presenteeism and productivity as 
many physical health issues.”

Because mental health issues 
are much less stigmatized than 
they used to be, she says the 
timing is right to add and promote 
mental health resources as part 
of employers’ larger wellness 
programs: “This will not only 
show an employer’s empathy 
toward employees, but also equip 
employees with resources to 
productively manage their mental 
health needs.”

Weber adds that whether there 
are standalone wellness solutions 
pertaining to behavioral/mental 
health, or there are sufficient 
offerings within a health plan 
or EAP program, mental health 
is a critical component of 
overall wellbeing and should be 
addressed. 

“We advise clients to think about 
key barriers to mental health care 
including cost, access, and stigma 
as they strategize around the 
issue,” she notes.  

On average, 

aequum resolves 

claims within 297 

days of placement

aequum has 

generated a savings 

of 95.5% off 

disputed charges for 

self-funded plans

aequum has handled 

claims in all 50 states

297 95.5% 50

No Guarantee of Results – Outcomes depend upon many factors and no attorney 

can guarantee a particular outcome or similar positive result in any particular case.

Protecting plans and 
patients across the U.S.

1111 Superior Avenue East 
Suite 1360 Cleveland, OH 44114  

P 216-539-9370
www.aequumhealth.com  
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We help you win.

There are no insurance MVP trophies, no best PowerPoint awards, 

no fantasy broker leagues. You show up first with the best option 

for your client, or you lose. We never take this for granted. That’s 

why we leverage all of our people, data and relationships to reach 

one goal: We help you win.

Somebody has to 
come in second.
Make sure
it’s not you.



FINANCIAL WELLNESS

The Forbes Advisor adds yet another dimension:  financial wellness. 
They point out that wellness as an overall concept has found its way 
into more and more corners of American life, bringing attention to the 
fact that by adopting healthy lifestyle changes, people can live a better 
life.  

These practices, they say, can also help people to improve their 
financial lives and achieve financial wellness.  What is required is a 
change in one’s financial behaviors and incorporating more effective 
money habits to secure financial stability.

Financial wellness is a topic that increasingly pops up on the agenda 
of employers and Human Resource Executive asserts that 69% of 
workers are stressed about their finances while 72% are worrying 
about their personal finances at work.  

As a result, a growing number of organizations are launching financial 
wellness programs for their employees to help them get their finances 
back on track. In fact, research from the Bank of America shows that 

over half of employers (53%) 
in the US now offer financial 
wellness programs compared to 
only 24% in 2015.  

The Academy to Innovate HR 
(AHIR) explains that financial 
stress has a negative impact 
on both the personal and 
professional lives of employees 
and by extension, on the entire 
organization. 

According to the Society for 
Human Resource Management, 
financial stress results in a 34% 
increase in absenteeism and 
tardiness. Employees who worry 
about money also miss almost 
twice as many days per 
year compared to their unstressed 
colleagues.

hpiTPA.com

Personalized,  
high-touch attention 

In-house teams for seamless 
support—implementation 
through renewal

Full suite of a la 
carte programs

Full-service navigation tools 
and concierge services

Guided performance 
analysis and consultation

Member advocacy solutions

Scalable, customized solutions with white glove service.

Innovative solutions, unparalleled service.
That’s the HPI difference.

We love what we do, and we’re 
grateful during this season 
of giving to be part of this 
healthcare community.
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THE WELLNESS CONTINUUM

According to the Global Wellness Institute, one way to understand wellness is to consider health as 
a continuum that extends from illness to a state of optimal wellbeing. On one end, patients with poor 
health engage the medical paradigm to treat illnesses, interacting in a reactive fashion and episodically 
with doctors and clinicians who provide care. On the opposite end are people who focus proactively on 
prevention and maximizing their vitality. They adopt attitudes and lifestyles that prevent disease, improve 
health and enhance their quality of life and sense of wellbeing. 
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MORE OPTIONS FOR 
ACHIEVING EMPLOYEE HEALTH 
AND WELLNESS

Jakki Lynch RN, CCM, CMAS 
CCFA, Director Cost Containment, 
Sequoia Reinsurance Services, 
shares a recent report published 
by McKinsey which estimates 
that poor health costs the US 
economy about $3.2 trillion 
annually from premature deaths 
and the lost productive potential 
associated with diseases.

“Diabetes has topped the charts for one of the largest disease states 
for economic impact,” she reports. “Compared to other countries, the 
U.S. has a higher disease burden among the younger and working‐
age population and the situation is expected to become worse. Over 
the next 20 years, the Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation at 
the University of Washington forecasts that the overall U.S. disease 
burden will increase by about 20% percent as age and lifestyle‐related 
conditions, such as cardiovascular diseases, cancers, and neurological 
disorders rise.”

Lynch advises that by deploying approaches to improve health and 
prevent and treat diseases, the U.S. can reduce its disease burden by 
as much as one-third by 2040.

“Plan sponsors can be instrumental in these prevention efforts by 
ensuring access to effective wellness programs for their employees 
with interventions that are preventive in nature, such as weight 
management -- the key to reversing metabolic syndrome.” she 
continues.

Rieger-Green states, “Configurable and results-driven employee 
wellness programs with best-in-class reporting and measurable ROI 
result in amplified employee engagement and productivity.  At the 
heart of a well-functioning organization lies an engaged and motivated 
workforce. Robust well-being initiatives, encompassing everything 
from fitness regimes to stress management workshops, fuel 
employees’ motivation and resilience. This translates into higher job 
satisfaction, diminished absenteeism and a significant boost in overall 
productivity.”
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PART I.

Source: 

International Foundation of Employee Benefit Plans https://www.ifebp.org/pdf/edprog/
Choosing-Wellness-Toolkit.pdf?_gl=1*mkiqmw*_ga*NDgyMjczNDkxLjE2OTM5MTk1NzQ.*_ga_
K25EMRG77W*MTY5MzkxOTU3NC4xLjEuMTY5MzkxOTY0OS42MC4wLjA.

NOVEMBER 2023    15

Wellness Program RESET

https://www.ifebp.org/pdf/edprog/Choosing-Wellness-Toolkit.pdf?_gl=1*mkiqmw*_ga*NDgyMjczNDkxLjE2OTM5MTk1NzQ.*_ga_K25EMRG77W*MTY5MzkxOTU3NC4xLjEuMTY5MzkxOTY0OS42MC4wLjA
https://www.ifebp.org/pdf/edprog/Choosing-Wellness-Toolkit.pdf?_gl=1*mkiqmw*_ga*NDgyMjczNDkxLjE2OTM5MTk1NzQ.*_ga_K25EMRG77W*MTY5MzkxOTU3NC4xLjEuMTY5MzkxOTY0OS42MC4wLjA
https://www.ifebp.org/pdf/edprog/Choosing-Wellness-Toolkit.pdf?_gl=1*mkiqmw*_ga*NDgyMjczNDkxLjE2OTM5MTk1NzQ.*_ga_K25EMRG77W*MTY5MzkxOTU3NC4xLjEuMTY5MzkxOTY0OS42MC4wLjA


IMPORTANCE OF TOP-DOWN COMMITMENT

When it comes to creating a culture of wellness, one of the most 
effective methods is to start from the top down. Chris McReynolds, 
CEO of Wellsource, says it’s all about the importance of building trust 
within your population, which then leads to an increased willingness 
to participate. 

“You cannot simply launch a wellness program and expect it to work,” 
he counsels.  “Everyone needs to participate from the top down. By 
participating as a leader, you help to build trust, which can lead to 
increased willingness to participate in the wellness programs you’ve 
designed. This, as we know, can lead to a healthier, more engaged 
workforce among other benefits.”

Rieger-Green concurs, “There should be a direct connect between the 
vendor, the CEO and other members of the leadership team, even the 
HR executives.  The entire C-suite and organization need to be fully 
engaged and invested in any wellness initiative and provide a voice 
in its adoption and understanding.  If the C-Suite is not wanting to 
participate in this themselves, it’s not worth the investment and the 

program will fall flat. The goal is 
to create a sustainable, valuable 
solution.” 

A culture that places paramount 
importance on employee well-
being fosters an atmosphere of 
collaboration. 

“When employees are 
supported and valued, they 
become more inclined to freely 
exchange ideas, communicate 
transparently, and pioneer 
innovative solutions,” she 
says.  “The result is a resilient 
workforce that thrives not only 
individually but also collectively, 
cultivating an authentic and 
inclusive organizational culture 
that drives success from 
within.”

imagine360.com
Your health plan can do better.
We promise.

Outside-the-Box 
Health Plan 
Solutions
Advanced RBP.
360-degree support.
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PART II. TWENTY QUESTIONS

Source: International Foundation of Employee Benefit Plans
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STRATEGIES FOR PRIORITIZING 
EMPLOYEE WELL-BEING

Employers and HR professionals 
should consider shaping all-
encompassing holistic well-
being initiatives that cover a 
spectrum of essential aspects, 
including personal growth. 
Well-being offerings can be 
elevated by incorporating 
a variety of resources that 
empower employees from 
every angle:  from invigorating 
wellness retreats that provide 
a rejuvenating escape from 
routine to online synchronous 
and asynchronous programs 
designed to cater to diverse 
schedules and preferences.  

“A comprehensive approach 
ensures that well-being is not 
just a buzzword but an integral 
part of a company's DNA, 

enriching its overall health, ability to attract and retain talent and 
ensure long-term viability,” says Rieger-Green. “A holistic approach 
drives organizational culture, enhances resilience, and ultimately 
shapes an organization's narrative of success.  When employees 
adopt healthier behaviors, there is less likelihood that they will 
develop health risks.”

She says that transforming organizational culture is an important 
step in building individual and corporate resilience that enables 
the workforce to effectively face challenges, adding, “In today's 
unpredictable business landscape, resilience is a prized attribute. 
Well-being programs arm employees with essential tools to navigate 
stress, achieve work-life harmony and bolster their resilience, 
ensuring they remain adaptable and agile in times of change.”

Bravo Well affirms that a reduction in health risks across the 
population likely means a reduction in filed insurance claims for 
preventable conditions. The less claims that are filed, the lower 
the expected future claims costs will be, and the lower the benefit 
renewal costs for employers and in turn, employees.  

With higher employee engagement and a greater number of 
connected employees who are committed to the company’s vision 
and values, the higher the presenteeism and productivity throughout 
the organization.  
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People are talking about Medical Stop Loss Group Captive solutions from Berkley Accident and Health. 
Our innovative EmCap® program can help employers with self-funded employee health plans to enjoy greater transparency, 
control, and stability. 

Let’s discuss how we can help your clients reach their goals.

This example is illustrative only and not indicative of actual past or future results. Stop Loss is underwritten by Berkley Life and Health Insurance Company, a member company of W. R. Berkley 
Corporation and rated A+ (Superior) by A.M. Best, and involves the formation of a group captive insurance program that involves other employers and requires other legal entities. Berkley and its 
affiliates do not provide tax, legal, or regulatory advice concerning EmCap. You should seek appropriate tax, legal, regulatory, or other counsel regarding the EmCap program, including, but not limited 
to, counsel in the areas of ERISA, multiple employer welfare arrangements (MEWAs), taxation, and captives. EmCap is not available to all employers or in all states. 

Stop Loss       |        Group Captives       |        Managed Care       |        Specialty Accident       
      

©2022 Berkley Accident and Health, Hamilton Square, NJ 08690. All rights reserved.                   BAH AD2017-09  2/22                     www.BerkleyAH.com     

“You have become a key 
partner in our company’s 
attempt to fix what’s broken 
in our healthcare system.” 
- CFO, Commercial Construction Company

“Our clients have grown 
accustomed to Berkley’s high 
level of customer service.” 
- Broker

“The most significant 
advancement regarding true 
cost containment we’ve 
seen in years.” 
- President, Group Captive Member Company

“EmCap has allowed us to 
take far more control of our 
health insurance costs than 
can be done in the fully 
insured market.”
- President, Group Captive Member Company

“With EmCap, our company 
has been able to control 
pricing volatility that we 
would have faced with 
traditional Stop Loss.”
- HR Executive, Group Captive  
Member Company

http://www.BerkleyAH.com


VENDOR WELLNESS PROGRAMS

Employers should seek out vendors that offer multiple programs for wellness and preventive health 
services.  Here’s a sample of some of the more outstanding wellness platforms and their service 
offerings:
 
Wellable is a holistic wellness provider that empowers organizations of all sizes to create engaging 
employee well-being programs. Working with employers, health plans, and properties across the world, 
Wellable has active users in more than 35 different countries. Clients partner with Wellable to support 
the physical and mental health of employees, strengthen organizational culture, and improve key 
workplace productivity metrics.

CoreHealth is a one-stop corporate wellness solution. Their solutions include biometric management, 
health assessments, challenges, incentives, coach facilitation, and more. Rather than working directly 
with employers, CoreHealth specializes in providing their technology to other wellness-related 
companies, insurers, employee assistance providers, and human resource consulting firms.

Soul Pathology offers comprehensive options for self-insured companies as well as brokers, TPAs, 
Benefits Consultants, Captives, EAP providers and other organizations supporting the self-funded 
industry that are seeking to enhance employee well-being. 

• Broker Breakfasts
• Lunch and Learn Sessions
• Executive Consulting
• Management Training
• Synchronous/Asynchronous Programs

• Newsletters
• Wellness Days
• Corporate Wellness Retreats
• Webinars
• Health Fairs
• Stress Management Programs

 
Kona is a worker wellness tool that uses real-time emotional health data to avoid and respond 
to burnout. You may use Kona to increase workplace teamwork by motivating team participation 
through conversation. An employer can utilize Kona to keep track of wellness-improvement initiatives 
that benefit their entire organization. Empathy and work-life balance aren't optional at Kona. They're 
an absolute must-have. 

LifeSpeak Inc. is mental, physical, and family wellbeing.  The Company provides the only holistic 
wellbeing product suite built for business that leads with digital education and supports with human 
connection.

Limeade tailors its wellness program model to each company. The platform utilizes surveys and 
other metrics to gauge key corporate wellness indicators like burnout and turnover, constituting a 
dashboard with actionable insights. Targeting the right team members at the right time with the right 
support means higher employee retention and long-term engagement.
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Starling offers early intervention for stress, depression, and anxiety to enhance efficiency and lower 
absenteeism. It can help firms save money on health care by offering prompt support to employees in 
need. Starling also offers a Return-to-Health employee benefit to help employees who are on leave due 
to a physical or mental ailment return to work faster.

TotalWellness offers on-site health screening and flu shot clinics to companies of all sizes. Small- to 
medium-sized companies will enjoy Beata, the TotalWellness all-in-one employee wellness program. 
This streamlined, online platform improves employee health while stripping away the clutter that 
accompanies other employee well-being programs.

Welltok connects with people on a personal level, empowering employees to join a stress management 
program, refill a prescription, schedule a wellness visit, and more. Solutions include their Consumer 
Activation Platform, a partner ecosystem, enriched data, and top-notch professional services to help 
health plans, employers, and health systems achieve their goals.

Sprout At Work is a leading workplace wellness platform. Driven by data science, cognitive behavioral 
science, game theory, and behavioral economics, it empowers your team to make lasting behavior 
change. Employees using Sprout at Work saw a reduced risk of developing Type II diabetes and 
cardiovascular disease and an increased rate of physical activity.

IncentFit specializes in small- and medium-sized businesses and health insurance providers. IncentFit 
has spent over 10 years helping hundreds of businesses develop wellness programs that meet their 
needs. IncentFit programs are geared toward rewarding employees for healthy behavior year-round.
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ROI FOR EMPLOYEE WELLNESS PROGRAMS

With an increased number of companies adopting employee wellness 
programs, the debate about their return on investment (ROI) grows.
 

• In a study done on the ROI of employee wellness programs, 
Harvard researchers conclude that, on average, for every dollar 
spent on employee wellness, medical costs fall $3.27 and 
absenteeism drops $2.73. This is a 6-to-1 return on investment.
• A report by the International Foundation of Employee Benefit 
Plans determined that most North American employers saved $1 
to $3 in their overall health care costs for every dollar spent on 
an employee wellness program. These savings come from direct 
costs, like workers’ compensation claims, and indirect costs, like 
improved retention and increased productivity.
• According to the Rand Wellness Programs Study, the disease 
management component to the studied wellness program was 
responsible for 86 percent of the hard health care cost savings, 
generating $136 in savings per member, per month, and a 30 
percent reduction in hospital admissions.
• A Harvard Business Review article confirmed how ROI can be 
attained through employee wellness programs, specifically looking 
at high health risk employees. Of those classified as high risk (with 
body fat, blood pressure, anxiety level and other measures) when 
the study started:

• 57 percent were converted to low-risk status by the end of the 
six-month program

• Medical claim costs declined by $1,421 per participant, 
compared to the previous year

• Every dollar invested in the employee wellness program 
yielded $6 in health care savings

ROI is not always as ‘cut and dried’ as we would like it to be, but 
thoughtful programs do pay off. 

Weber counsels, “The more targeted you can get, such as addressing 
smoking cessation or diabetes management, the more likely a program 
will prove its value. When we talk about ROI, the primary focus is on 
dollars, but we should not discount more qualitative components like 
engagement, attraction, and retention, and employees feeling like they 
have support in achieving personal wellness goals.”

At Spring Consulting Group, they typically recommend that wellness 
programs should not require out-of- pocket expenses in order to 
increase participation, with Weber adding, “In fact, programs with 

the best participation often have 
prizes or incentives built in to 
encourage team members to 
engage.”

Wan says ROI for wellness 
programs is largely dependent 
on how much the program is 
promoted. She continues, “The 
saying “If you build it, they will 
come” does not apply when it 
comes to wellness programs. The 
best wellness program ROI comes 
when the program is promoted 
regularly by the employer.”

Promotion of wellness programs 
doesn’t have to be labor intensive 
or expensive. “It can be as 
simple as sending employees 
the materials provided by the 
wellness vendor, making the 
program accessible from the 
benefits portal and reminding 
employees about the programs 
during company events. The goal 
is to keep wellness programs 
at the top of employees’ minds, 
so that when they’re ready to 
participate, they know how to get 
started.”

When it comes to out-of-pocket 
expenses, Wan expresses that 
from her experience, the lower 
the cost to the employees, the 
more likely the program will be 
adopted and used. 

“However, because every 
program has limitations, it’s 
also reasonable for employees 
to pay out-of-pocket for 
additional services that may be 
required. As long as all of this 
is communicated and explained 
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to the employees, employers 
shouldn’t be afraid of talking 
about the costs. If employers 
emphasize how the program 
will benefit the employees, the 
employees will see that any out-
of-pocket expenses are worth the 
cost.”

PRACTICAL STEPS ON THE 
ROAD TO WELLNESS

“Navigating our healthcare 
system is challenging enough 
for healthy individuals and for 
those diagnosed with an acute 
or chronic health condition, 
even more so,” says Sally-Ann 
Polson, noting that MedWatch 
provides Concierge Services for 
complex health plans and RBP, 
clinical resources to achieve and 
maintain optimal health with 
a serious illness to a chronic 
disease, a maternity program and 
an EAP.  “Wellness attributes and 
psychological assessment exist 
in all of these, and having access 
to quality care management 
services is an important part of 
an effective wellness program.”

She advises that providing access for employees to receive education, 
resources, and support can positively impact their overall wellness, 
which in turn can provide both immediate and long-term savings 
related to healthcare for the member and the benefit plan. 

“With the dramatic uptick in behavioral health issues, well-structured 
programs in behavioral health are more important than ever,” says 
Polson.  “They should include a comprehensive behavioral health 
support component that provides assistance to members who are 
dealing with situations stemming from work/family life stresses to 
more complex mental health and substance dependency challenges, 
and should encompass mental, physical, emotional, and economic 
factors.  When left unaddressed, these issues quickly compound in 
severity and overall cost.”

Metabolic disease is one of the most problematic and potentially costly 
challenges that can be addressed through effective wellness programs.  
The National Institutes of Health defines metabolic syndrome as 
“a group of conditions that together raise your risk of coronary 
heart disease, diabetes, stroke, and other serious health problems.” 
Metabolic syndrome is also called insulin resistance syndrome. 

“More than 30% of adults in the United States meet the diagnostic 
criteria for metabolic syndrome,” says Jakki Lynch. “High blood 
pressure, elevated blood sugar, increased body fat and abnormal 
cholesterol are select conditions of Metabolic Syndrome. These 
conditions lead to diseases such as Type II Diabetes, cardiovascular 
disease, and stroke.”

The NIH reports that making a commitment to choose the right foods 
to eat and adopting an intermittent fasting program can prevent 
metabolic syndrome or may improve the patient’s condition if already 
diagnosed.

“Intermittent fasting is one of the best ways to impact your health,” 
Lyn advises. “There is an ease and flexibility to this discipline that is 
unlike any other lifestyle change and is easier than counting calories. 
The benefits of intermittent fasting can help people lose weight, lower 
their blood glucose levels, reduce inflammation and improve their 
overall health through a process called autophagy-cellular recycling.”

She explains that the main premise of the method is to only eat during 
a reduced number of hours during the day, adding, “This includes 
not eating late at night or during the earlier morning hours. The most 
common method is to eat for an 8-hour period during the day (e.g., 
11am to 7pm). This period could be reduced to 6 or even 4 hours.”
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According to a recent study published in Cell Metabolism, 137 
firefighters who worked 24-hour shifts showed that reducing the 
window of time for eating improved multiple markers of health in just 
12 weeks. The study concluded that time restricted eating/intermittent 
fasting may serve as a novel intervention to treat and potentially 
prevent cardiometabolic disease.

Lynch cites another recent study from the University of Illinois 
Chicago, which has studied intermittent fasting for the past two 
decades.  Researchers found that intermittent fasting can help people 
lose weight and keep it off over the course of a year, with effects 
similar to tracking calories. The results of the clinical trial results of 
the clinical trial were published in the Annals of Internal Medicine.

Lastly, in the Dec. 26, 2022 issue of The New England Journal 
of Medicine, neuroscientist Dr. Mark Mattson — who has studied 
intermittent fasting for 25 years — stated evidence which supports 
that it can be a “part of a healthy lifestyle.” 

Lynch concludes, “The study found that participants had a decreased 
resting heart rate, lower blood pressure, and reduced blood lipid 
levels after intermittent fasting. The top US academic medical centers 
along with the American Hospital Association recognize the potential 
benefits and they provide cost effective programs for intermittent 
fasting.”

These programs are a great 
example for payers and 
providers to expand existing 
collaboration to innovate care 
delivery through targeted 
wellness programs. The 
prevention strategies are 
simple and novel and the 
positive impacts on patient 
health and clinical outcomes 
warrant a strategic approach 
for plan sponsors to consider 
wellness benefits.

WELLNESS:  A MULTI-
DIMENSIONAL INITIATIVE

William F. Ziebell, CEO, 
Gallagher’s Benefits & HR 
Consulting Division, advises 
that today’s workforces 
consist of multiple generations 
and people from a variety 
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of backgrounds, requiring 
employers to analyze whether 
their benefit offerings are 
addressing a wide range of 
employee needs.  

The new Gallagher 2023 
Physical and Emotional 
Wellbeing Report says 90% 
of employers have increased 
support for one or more core 
employee wellbeing dimensions.

“As organizations continue 
to focus on recruiting and 
retention as top operational 
and HR priorities, it’s clear that 
they’re paying closer attention 
to important issues, such as 

flexibility, burnout and inclusive medical coverage,” he says in the 
report.

Other findings in the survey showed that:

• Employers are investing in employee morale: Providing mental
health training for managers, leaders or HR increased by 5 points to
22% and roughly 7 in 10 employers (71%) offer clinical care such as
virtual or telephonic mental health counseling.
• Offering more downtime to avoid burnout: 25% of employers
are allowing time off for mental health and burnout (up from 3 points
in 2022).
• Updated paid leave policies are on the rise, but unlimited
time off is slow to catch on: Access to new child or parent bonding 
paid leave has increased 5 points from 2022 to 41%, but only 5% of 
employers offer unlimited PTO.
• Employers still unsure of specialty drug coverage: Challenges
remain in managing specialty drugs (e.g., weight loss, gene therapies,
biosimilars), and 48% of employers don’t know or don’t use tactics to
manage their use and costs.
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The road to wellness is paved with a different set of bricks for each 
employer group.  The key is deciding which pathway holds the most 
promise for each workforce.  

Weber concludes, “Using a broad definition of wellness, just about 
every employer already offers some type of wellness benefit through 
their health plan, employee assistance program or a separate wellness 
vendor.  Most of these benefits are voluntary in that employees are 
not required to participate but do not require any additional cost 
sharing for participation.” 
 
She says it’s likely that wellness will continue to evolve and 
encompass even more programs under the wellness banner.  

“For example,” she explains, “as prescriptions for weight loss 
medications increase in usage, employers are making decisions 
around coverage and prior authorizations and considering how their 
wellness providers, including programs that may focus on weight 
management and diabetes management, might be able to support 
decision making for employees and employers in this area.”

Laura Carabello holds a degree in Journalism from the Newhouse 
School of Communications at Syracuse University, is a recognized 
expert in medical travel, and is a widely published writer on healthcare 
issues.  She is a Principal at CPR Strategic Marketing Communications.   
www.cpronline.com
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