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On the other hand...

BY LOLA BUTCHER | 3TAFT WRITER

wick: Whom do you admime most:

Andy Griffith, who conld solve any

fiw Crpder got himnself into, of Archie
Bunker. who not so secretly wanted
Meathead and Gloria to take more
respaonsibility for their lives?

Your responss might help you figure out
the answer to another question: Is a high-
deductible insurance plan — the so-called
consumes-directed plans being haavily
promoted this year — right for your
cormpay 7

Where o company londs on the
philosophical continuum will determing
how quickly it embraces the changes in
amployer-sponsored health care — or how
long it mpintains the statua quo.

Traditiomally. employers have striven o

Employers weigh
CDSISI DE HBHJ[S offer the richest possible health benefit

plans, atrifecta of high coverage levels, low

of traditional vs. emplayee premiums and low out-of-pocket

expenses. After several years of doubla-

x : g ) : i :
high-deductible smpiorers kava vecoms sccusorsad
cost-shifting through incrementally higher

health p |an5 employes premivms, deductibles and co-

pays.

But in the past two years, high-deductibla
plans have burst onto the scens, giving
employers the option of lowering monthly
premiums by offering a high-deductible
plan that requires employess to manage
health cote spending. At the same time, the




HAND: Savings appeal, but change does not

plans trmnsfer a great deal of financial risk
and responsibility to employees, an option
that would hove been unthinkable for most
employeeas even o few yanrs ago.

No longer unthinkable, consumer-
directed plans are the hottest thing in health
cofe., Since their introduction in 2002, high-
deductible plana hove penetrated the
market of twice themate of HMOs when they
coma on in the 1980a.

Ron Dutton, owner of BEJ Dutton Inc..
which designs benefit plans for big
employers nationwide, including Shownea
Mizsion Medical Center and Liberty
Hospital, =id high-deductible health plans
cogt employers roughly 15 percent less than
low-deductible plans. Thet puts the topic
o every company’s mdor screen.

“Wirtuolly every amployer asks the
question.” Dutton said.

But the comfort lewel ranges nll over the
board. Randy Sincloir, a broker at Heartland
Employes Benefit Services, has bean
promoting high-deductible health plans in
combination with tax-advanmged health
savings accounts since HSAs bacame

evmiloble last year.
“I hear everything from “This would
never work at our company — our

employees are too spoiled” to “We' ve seen
the light. This is the only thing that we will
offer, and employess better get on boand,™
Sinclair snid.

Eelly Lothrop, director of benefit
programs at Axcet HE Solutions, counsels
clients to think through their philosophy
about employes benefits and design their
plans based on their values,

Axcet iz a professional employer
organization that serves as the benefits nnd
human resources department for o wide
mnge of aren clients, mosily companies
with fewer than 100 employees.

“Crwrn your philosophy.” Lathrop soid.

She offers this strategy fior figuring out
that philosophy — and its conssquences:

= If keaping premiums low iz your top
pricrity, accept that covernge limits will ba
mduced.

= Age you coverage-focused? If offering
a rich health benefit is your top priosity,
accept that it will cost o higher percentage
of payroll — and employess also moy have
higher premiums.

= [ you think employees should take
modre respongibility for health care costs
and decision-making? You will have to

CONSUMER-DIRECTED HEALTH PLANS CATCH ON QUICKLY
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“ra-teach™ them how when you replace
managed-care coverage with a high-
deductible plan.

Manoged care completely backfired,
Lothrop sadd, refedring to its theoretical
underpinnings, which suggested that firat-
dollar covernge would improwve health and
lower long-term costs.

“It tought people o go o the doctor for
everything.” she said.

Until this year, Axcet offemd clients two
plan choices — a FPO and an HM(O — but
this yeor it added a high-deductible plan
with lower monthly premiums in exchange
for more out-of-pocket expense from the
emmploy ees,

Although they vary widely, consumer-
directed plans frequently comy a deductible
of at least §1.000 for on individual and
F2.500 for o fomiby.

For this year at least, the vast majority of
Axcet’s clients passed up the chance to lower
premiums with a high-deductible plan.

“They et kind of paternalistic, but they
are taking something away from thedir
employees, and that is higher wages"
Laothrop smid.

Iudy Shorman, an Axcet client, owns
Shorman and Associates, which helps
clients manage henlth care costs by
mviewing medical bills before they are paid
and by precertifying services. Like many
emall business owners, she struggles o
decide what is the best choice for her
company — and her work force,

Shorman would ke to offer o choice of
plans to her 95 amployees, 20 some could
chooss more expensive, richer coveraga
while others could go for a less expensive
high-deductible option. But because her
firm has fewer than 100 employees, insumers
don't offer that flexibility, and she isn't
ready to foist a high-deductible plan on
everyhody.

“I'm concerned obout moking the
tronsition.” she spid. “I"m reluctont to do
amything that would impact my employeess
and take them by surprise

Dution, in the bapefits business since
1984, spid Shormen isright o move slowly
to a high-dedu ctible plan.

“¥ou're going to hove o morale problem
if you mowve too fast.)” he said.

He plso spid employees may resent the
common practice of presenting high-
deductible plans e attractive because they
offer more chodces to employess than HOs,

“1 do agree conceptually with where wea
are going with o more balanced cost-
sharing betwaen employes and employer.®
he =aid.

But the terms “consumer-driven’ and
“consumer-directad”™ bother him.

“1 think it's not being marketed honestly'
he sid. “Health care consumers dido’ t speak
out ond demand to anyone that they hove
thedr deductible rised to § 1,000 from §2500"

He advocates, wherever posaible, offering
choices that let employees choose n
comfortable combination of premium
levels and deductible exposure.

‘YOU’RE GOING to have
a morale problem
if you move too fast.’

Ron Dutton
Owner, R Dutton Inc.

Heartland"s Sinclair said the best
approach is o offer o high-deductible plan
— with o health savings account, o bax-
advanmged account that employees can use
to pay for thedr deductible coats,

In addition to the tax advantoges
{including tax-deductible contributions
and tax-deductible growth if the money i=s
not spent), HS As are portohle, meaning they
sty with the wodker if he or she changes
jobs in the future.

Sinclair said itis the employer-sponsored
health core model of the future. It*s also the
model of the past. back befiore the monaged-
care movement, but in his opinion, it's
battar.

“I'think we"re going full circle — we will
provide catastrophic coverage and a great
wahicle to soften the hlow.” he aaid.
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