
Proposed wellness program generates questions 
 
By Allan Kujala, Personnel Director 
At a recent meeting with Employee Council members, it was suggested that the details of 
the proposed employee wellness program under consideration by Levy Court be further 
explored in a familiar Question & Answer format. The 14 Questions below, while not 
word for word as asked by Employee Council members, will hopefully shed light on the 
issue of ever-increasing health insurance costs. 
 

Q. Why is a wellness program being considered? 

A. This year the health insurance premium charged by Highmark increased 21% to 
$780.83 per month for employee only coverage. Last year the increase was 17%.  That 21% 
translates to $730,000 more being annually billed directly by Highmark (+$400K 
individuals + $323K dependents). And this figure does not include the County’s self-funded 
$5,000/$10,000 HRA portion of the health insurance program, which when added increases 
the actual individual only cost to $915.13 per month. $730,000 is a lot of money that 
cannot simply be absorbed by taxes and fees year after year. 
 

Q. What is driving these premium increases? 

A. High claims. Remember that under the Affordable Care Act, insurance companies 
cannot earn over a fixed percentage from premiums.  Highmark is not earning a mountain 
of profit from Kent County.  
 

Q. The County doubled the individual cost share for individual employees from $30 
to $60 per month. Didn’t that mitigate the overall premium increase? 

A. Yes. The extra $30 per employee share should generate about $103,000 more, which 
in the Fiscal Year 2017 budget leaves about $300K to fund by taxpayers, fee payers, and 
assorted grants – which are largely made up of tax dollars collected by the State and federal 
governments. 
 

Q. Why is a mandatory wellness program being considered? 

A. The proposed program is not mandatory, but voluntary participation will generate 
future health insurance plan savings for employees.  Highmark and the County have an 
interest in long term cost savings. If employees participate in a healthier lifestyle now, that 
could prevent or reduce the chance for catastrophic health expenses in the future. 
 

Q.  What guarantee is there that a wellness program will reduce future premiums?   



  
 

A. Highmark did not offer a guarantee of lower premium increases. Our group health 
insurance premium is based upon claims paid and the likelihood of future claims. There is 
evidence that Kent County employees could be doing more to have a positive effect on future 
claims. Highmark saw some troubling trends and has offered to pay up to $75,000 over the 
next three years for an effective and meaningful health management strategy. 
 

Q. What trends? 

A. For example, Highmark reports that only 55% of County employees age 50 or older 
have received a colorectal screening and only 72% of women have received mammograms or 
pap tests, while no less than 80% is the desired minimum level for such screenings. If this 
wellness program prompts an employee to get a colorectal screening now (age 50) which 
results in the removal of a polyp, the pain free procedure could avoid costly cancer 
treatments 5 to 10 years later and save thousands of dollars. This same preventive 
philosophy can be applied to other health issues and save real claim dollars (& premiums) 
over time.   
 

Q. Why not just offer a cash reward to any employee that practices good health? 

A. The Highmark designed program collects data, which they will analyze to determine 
program success. Highmark has already conducted other studies on various wellness reward 
programs to incentivize participation. These studies show that a premium differential 
and/or reduced copay/deductible garnered the highest average participation rates. Since 
Highmark is paying the cost of the wellness program, they have designed it to be the most 
effective (which means high participation). The County did convince them to offer a gift card 
reward the first year before moving to deductible savings for the second year and then 
deductible and co-pay savings the third year. 
 

Q. What will Highmark spend $75,000 for exactly? 

A. My understanding is that Highmark will absorb the cost of “robust programming.” 
This means they will develop the private online Wellness Profile (health survey), conduct 
onsite employee health screenings at various locations, provide assorted educational 
materials, and analyze the data for program success.  

 
Q. What if the County does not participate in the wellness program? What will it 
mean? 



A. Doing nothing has resulted in 17% and 21% premium increases recently. These 
premium increases are unsustainable with the current County tax rates and fees.  
 

Q. Will participation mean there will be no increase in individual or dependent 
premiums next year? 

A. No, but County participation may signal Highmark underwriters that we are serious 
about improving the overall health of employees which could mean lower claim costs in the 
future. 
 

Q. I don’t want the County to know my private medical business. How is that 
protected? 

A.  The Personnel Office does not receive any individual health information about 
County employees. We only know what you share with us, or your co-workers might share 
with others. The County only receives general percentage type data from Highmark. We will 
know who participates in the program components and who does not, but we will not know 
any specific individual health related information from the online health assessment or 
health screenings. The federal HIPAA law protects private health information from 
disclosure. 
 

Q. What exactly must I do to earn the gift card the first year? 

A. The wellness program rewards participation before March 31, 2017. 1) Complete the 
online wellness profile. Instructions will be provided - I am told the survey is similar in 
format to the questionnaires completed by new patients at physician or specialist offices. 2) 
Then participate in one of the onsite health screenings scheduled throughout the period at 
various County worksites. At the health screening, Highmark nurses will conduct simple 
blood tests for glucose and cholesterol levels, measure blood pressure and BMI (body mass 
index), etc. 3) Finally, you must certify online that you received an annual physical or 
OB/GYN, or dental exam, or vision exam, or colorectal screening, or mammogram, or flu 
shot. You don’t have to do all of them, just confirm that you did at least one type of 
Preventative Exam. 
 

Q. What about the second and third years to save the $500 deductible and/or have 
lower copays than non-participants? 

A. Complete the first year components and attest that you do not smoke or are 
participating in a tobacco cessation program. In the third year, you and a covered spouse 
complete the second year requirements and participate in a Lifestyle Program (supportive 
programming), which could include digital health assistant using a pedometer and tracking 



your steps, stress reduction programming, tobacco free coaching, participating in telephonic 
or online personal wellness coaching, etc.   
 

Q. I already practice a healthy lifestyle, so why am I being punished for the poor 
habits of others? 

A. The wellness program is not intended to be punitive. It rewards employees for 
participation, not outcomes. Right now, steep premium increases are passed on to everyone – 
everyone pays for the high claims of a few. The wellness program is completely voluntary, 
but participants are rewarded with future savings. If all employees participate, many with 
not-so-healthy lifestyles may change their ways and improve their health. That should 
translate into lower claims in the future and stable or less dramatic premium increases. 
  

Q. Where can I get more information about the proposed wellness program? 

A. You can contact the Personnel Office at 744-2310 or attend one of three 
informational sessions to be presented by the Personnel Office in Room 220 of the Kent 
County Administrative Complex on Thursday, July 28 at 9:00 a.m. and 10:30 a.m. or 
on Tuesday, August 2 at 3:30 p.m.   
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