Wellness Program Woes
Recent years have seen a growth in employer-sponsored
“wellness programs”, which offer both rewards and
penalties to employees based on performance for certain
health metrics.
The original intent of wellness
programs was to capitalize on an “…opportunity to not
only improve the health of Americans, but also help
control health care spending.”i According to a recent
survey by RAND Health, 51 percent of all employers
(with more than 50 employees) offer some type of
wellness program, and larger employers are more likely
to offer programs than smaller employees. ii
Employees, however, have begun to protest some of
these programs, citing excessive costs associated with
program penalties and concerns regarding privacy of
health information.
Recently, employees of
Pennsylvania State University have begun petitions
protesting various aspects of the mandatory wellness
program, which was initiated to reduce tuition costs and
help employees identify strategies to improve health. iii
Employees (and spouses covered under the health plan)
that fail to complete comprehensive health screening,
including a detailed health questionnaire; physical
exam; and, biometric screenings, will be charged $100
per month beginning in January 2014. Additional
monetary penalties exist for tobacco users ($75 per
month).iv Petitioners have also voiced concerns about
the security and privacy of the detailed health
information collected in wellness assessments.v
Growth in employer wellness programs in recent years
has been aided by regulations and incentives offered
under the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act.
The Act supports both participatory wellness programs
and health-contingent wellness programs, both of which
were designed to reward employees for taking
advantage of education and activities to improve their
health.vi While the regulations were designed to allow
employers flexibility in the type of wellness program(s)
offered, and allow employees reasonable alternatives
and opportunities to achieve rewards,vii it does not
address an employer’s right to employ fiscal penalties
for employees that do not meet health standards.
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Prior research suggested that wellness programs could
constitute significant return on investment—anywhere
from $3 to $6 per $1 invested.viii However, recent
literature suggests that despite the well reasoned
rationale supporting cost savings of wellness programs,
the people that would ideally benefit the most, i.e., those
with underlying preventable conditions, don’t actually
spend more on healthcare than people without. In
addition, the study raised questions regarding whether
cost shifting caused by these programs may constitute
discrimination based on health status and
socioeconomic status.ix This recent literature, as well as
a lack of evidence that suggests fiscal penalties
associated with health targets of wellness programs can
improve employee health, casts doubt on whether
current wellness program legislation is sufficient, or if
opportunities exist to enhance consumer protection in
wellness programs.x
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HEALTH CAPITAL
CONSULTANTS (HCC) is an
established, nationally recognized
healthcare financial and economic
consulting firm headquartered in
St. Louis, Missouri, with regional
personnel nationwide. Founded in
1993, HCC has served clients in
over 45 states, in providing
services including: valuation in all
healthcare sectors; financial
analysis, including the
development of forecasts, budgets
and income distribution plans;
healthcare provider related
intermediary services, including
integration, affiliation, acquisition
and divestiture; Certificate of
Need (CON) and regulatory
consulting; litigation support and
expert witness services; and,
industry research services for
healthcare providers and their
advisors. HCC’s accredited
professionals are supported by an
experienced research and library
support staff to maintain a
thorough and extensive knowledge
of the healthcare reimbursement,
regulatory, technological and
competitive environment.
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