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Article Database on 
Thompson.com  
In addition to this twice-monthly 
newsletter, subscribers have instant access 
to a Web site that includes a detailed 
database of articles on strategies to reduce 
health care costs. 
The database is comprised of various 
categories, including data analysis, fees 
and contracts, plan design and legal 
constraints.

New Wellness Resource
A new handbook enables you to improve 
your bottom line: Wellness Programs: 
Employer Strategies and ROI. Call 1-800-
677-3789.

Continuing Reform Coverage
Look to future issues of this newsletter 
for ongoing coverage of the cost impacts 
of health reform.

Employee Benefits Series

Employers Prepare for Reform  
Grants to Fund Wellness Programs

The new health care reform law incentivizes wellness and prevention, 
but so far only provides that help to small employers.

The Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (PPACA, Pub. L. 111-148 
and 111-152), provides $200 million in funding (in fiscal years 2011-2015) 
for wellness programs to employers with fewer than 100 employees and of-
fers other incentives to employers that focus on workplace wellness.

To qualify, Section 10408 of the PPACA requires that a program must 
include: health awareness initiatives; efforts to maximize employee par-
ticipation; initiatives to change unhealthy behaviors and lifestyle choices; 
and efforts to create a “supportive environment.” Applying will be arduous 
and will require soul-searching, says Connie Gee, an employer wellness 
adviser and vice president of MedVision in Tampa, Fla.

Wellness Cost Savings Jeopardized 
By Genetic Nondiscrimination Rule

Employers and their wellness and disease management providers will 
spend at least $2 million this year just to review their health risk assessments 
(HRAs) to make sure they comply with federal genetic nondiscrimination 
rules, the government estimates. But the costs associated with the forgone 
benefits of identifying genetic disease risks early and preventing their onset 
are unknown, according to the U.S. Departments of Treasury, Labor (DOL) 
and Health and Human Services (HHS), which issued the rule. 

The rule interprets The Genetic Information Nondiscrimination Act of 
2008 (GINA), which prohibits health plans from requiring enrollees to 
submit genetic test results before enrollment, using an individual’s genetic 
information to restrict health plan eligibility or using the information to 
increase employee premiums or contributions.

The rule technically went into effect Dec. 7, 2009, but since it’s an in-
terim final rule, it is subject to tweaking, and the government has not yet 
enforced it, according to attorney Sarah Platt with von Briesen & Roper in 
Milwaukee. But it runs counter to a major trend in health care today: well-
ness programs informed by HRAs.
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Although the grant forms and application instructions 
are not yet available, employers should expect these to 
be similar to standard government grant forms. They’ll 
require a written business plan in which the company’s 
wellness program is organized and described with steps 
that will be taken to get it started, Gee says.

Applications will be taken beginning this summer, 
and the funding will be available from 2011 to 2015, 
provided there is enough money and the program isn’t 
flooded with applications like last summer’s car rebate 
program. The U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services (HHS) will decide who meets criteria and who 
will receive the grant money. 

Note: Look to future issues of this news-
letter for ongoing coverage of the cost im-
pacts of health reform.

Wellness Grant Elements
The first step in either writing a well-

ness grant and/or planning for a new 
wellness program is to handle the well-
ness plan as a business strategy. It should 
address organizational needs, objectives, 
how wellness can increase the company’s 
effectiveness, as well as how it will lower 
costs. For example, if low morale and 
productivity or reduced workforces are 
concerns, then companies should argue 
that wellness is an answer to those issues. 
If lowering costs is an objective, the em-
ployer should assess and report data show-
ing how costs have risen and how wellness 
might bend that curve.

Second, assess employees’ health risk, 
workers’ compensation issues and chronic 
diseases to determine where the chief focus 
should be in a wellness strategy.

Third, employers will need to show that 
they’ve adopted wellness as part of their 
organizational culture and that they have 
talked with employees and are addressing 
their specific needs. The communication 
plan should address how the company typi-
cally shares information with employees, 
whether this is through electronic means, 
staff meetings, newsletters or town hall-type 
meetings.

“Get as many employees involved as you 
can in providing input and decision-making 

Reform Grants (continued from p. 1) for this business culture change,” Gee suggests. “That 
alone will help improve the engagement of wellness pro-
grams because employees have helped develop it.”

The written plan should include:

the company’s background, wellness program vi-•	
sion and mission statement;
specific goals and objectives, including data col-•	
lected about existing health issues;
a communication plan, timelines and •	
methodologies;
who and how the program will be managed; and•	
how the program will meet federal grant criteria, •	
if the company is applying for a wellness grant.

See Reform Grants, p. 8

Wellness Program Expert Suggests 
Cost-savings Strategies

	Employers who plan to start a wellness program for potential cost sav-
ings might focus on best practices demonstrated to succeed in improv-
ing employee health and cutting health care costs.

	 Reduce worker’s compensation claims by providing back con-•	
ditioning or back strengthening programs, suggests Connie Gee, 
M.B.A., vice president of MedVision of Tampa, Fla.

	 Provide free screenings for blood pressure, glucose, and choles-•	
terol. Catching cardiovascular diseases and diabetes early is a key 
to saving health care costs, she says.

	 Address psychosocial issues like stress, depression, and anxiety. •	
“Especially in the current job environment, there’s an incredible 
rise in depression and anxiety,” Gee notes.

	 Offer employees a body composition analysis, nutritional •	
education/counseling, and weight loss options.

	 Form walking programs, promote stair climbing, and start onsite •	
fitness classes with the goal of getting employees moving. 

	 Identify people at risk for chronic illness and follow their medica-•	
tion and treatment adherence to prevent them from becoming high 
risk cases.

	 Promote and educate employees about mammography, ob/gyn •	
check-ups, and prostate tests. These screening measures can iden-
tify problems early when they can be treated at an affordable cost. 
By waiting, the costs can escalate by 10 times as much.

	 Initiate smoke cessation and counseling. Chronic obstructive •	
pulmonary disease (COPD), which is an end result of lifetime 
smoking, can also be expensive to treat.

“You want wellness programming that will keep your low-risk people 
at low risk and their health claims at low cost,” she adds.  
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Employers could hire a grants writer or assign someone 
in the company to make the application. There is guidance 
available, including software with standard government 
proposal tools through http://www.proposalkit.com, by 
Cyber Sea Inc. of Redmond, Wash., Gee says.

The business plan needs to include descriptions of 
various components of the wellness program, including 
health awareness initiatives, employee education, pre-
ventive screenings, and health risk assessments. Another 
component is describing how to engage employees, 
and get them to participate in the program. A process 
for achieving employee buy-in should be described. 
Equally important is a description of an employee 

Reform Grants (continued from p. 4) behavior change strategy. It’s important to include evi-
dence of methods that have worked for other businesses. 
Another component is to describe how the workplace 
supports wellness efforts. For instance, if a company 
puts in place an antismoking policy, will it be willing 
to back that up with free smoking cessation classes for 
employees?

The last part of the action plan is an outline of how 
the employer will measure claims data, employee sur-
veys, audits and focus group feedback to assess health 
improvements. Grant applications will require this step, 
as well. “Look at data to determine if you’ve seen any 
reduction in risk factors,” Gee says. “Measuring it lets 
you see the results of your wellness program and tells 
you what needs to be adjusted if necessary.  

GINA Rule (continued from p. 2)

tory or other genetic information, add a clear 
statement that employees should not provide 
genetic information when answering the ques-
tion, says Platt.	

3)	 Review your procedures for enrollment and par-
ticipation in your health management programs 
to see if they need to be revised. For instance, a 
disease management program that conditions enroll-
ment on an individual’s manifestation of a disease 
can continue to operate as it did in the past, because 
enrollment doesn’t rely on genetic information to 
generate eligibility. However, programs that use the 
results of family history questions on an HRA to 
determine eligibility for enrollment are now consid-
ered to be impermissibly using genetic information 
to determine access to benefits, says Platt. Instead, 
employers/plans now have to offer the program to 
everyone and allow people who wish to participate 
to provide information to prove eligibility for the 
program. “It’s a little more convoluted. If an indi-
vidual applies to the program, you can screen on the 
back end for family medical history. You start with 
a bigger audience and let the employees self-select,” 
she explains. 

4)	 Watch for additional developments. For instance, 
more employees may file lawsuits against their em-
ployers for discrimination under GINA, which may 
provide more insight as to what is and isn’t allowed, 
says Lynett. Also, while the EEOC doesn’t have ju-
risdiction over the provisions of GINA that involve 
HRAs, its final rule relating to post-offer medical 
questionnaires and examinations may provide ad-
ditional  interpretation as to what the government 
considers “voluntary” participation in general. 

Note: For more stories on prevention and wellness pro-
grams, value-based design and consumer-directed health 
care, subscribers can log onto http://www.thompson.com, 
and get even more information on these and other topics 
related to reducing health costs. 

Reform Alters Nondiscrimination 
Rules to Encourage Wellness

The health reform law amends nondiscrimination provi-
sions (at ERISA §702) to codify wellness program rules 
issued in 2006. These include raising the permissible 
incentive amount for individuals to achieve a health 
improvement goal from 20 to 30 percent of the cost of 
coverage. The agencies are given the latitude to raise 
this limit to as high as 50 percent by regulation, as they 
determine appropriate. The rules take effect for plan 
years starting after Sept. 23, 2010.

However, the new health care reform law also autho-
rizes government agencies to expand the list of factors 
employers may not discriminate against when determin-
ing eligibility. That list includes health status, claims 
experience, genetic information, disability and others. 

A separate provision prohibits wellness programs from 
providing incentives that discriminate against lawful 
gun ownership, or asking about it in questionnaires. 

The law budgets $200 million for small-business 
wellness programs (see story page 1). In addition, 
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention will 
provide technical assistance for wellness programs of 
employers of all sizes. 




