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A HOLISTIC APPROACH TO EMPLOYEE BENEFITS PLAN DESIGN AND IMPLEMENTATION 

By  

Camille N. Isaacs-Morell 

Canadian employers are facing increasingly complex human resource issues and challenges, which 

adversely impact employee health and productivity and jeopardize business success.   By providing 

employee benefit plans, employers expect to achieve high standards of organizational health and 

productivity.  Go to any conference on employee benefits and read articles on workplace wellness, and 

you will see that there is ample evidence that organizations are struggling to find the right solution to 

design benefits plans that meet the needs of all employees. 

The first step to finding the right solution is to gain a solid understanding of the problem from 

qualitative and quantitative standpoints.  In the words of Lord Kelvin, “If you cannot measure it, you 

cannot improve it.” 

The facts 

Let’s begin with what we already know: 

 Happy employees are critical for an organization’s success.   

Kansas State University researcher Thomas Wright found that when employees have high levels 

of psychological well-being and job satisfaction, they perform better and are less likely to leave 

their job, making happiness a valuable tool for maximizing organizational outcomes. 

 

 Stress is a major risk factor in the workplace that adversely impacts productivity. 

Eighty-three percent of Canadian employers surveyed in Towers Watson’s 2013/2014 Staying 

@Work Survey, indicated that stress not only impacts productivity, it increases the incidence, 

duration and cost of employee absence.   

 

 Major contributors to stress and employee dissatisfaction are inadequate staffing, heavy 

workload, lack of work/life balance, difficult and frequent organizational change and lack of 

management support. 

The Towers Watson survey provides supporting data. 

 

 The cost of health and productivity losses to employer continues to grow and is not sustainable. 

The 2011/2012 Staying@Work Survey, Towers Watson reported that health and productivity 

costs as a percentage of payroll totaled 17.1% in 2011, representing a 35% increase over the 

reported result in 2009. 

 

The response 

Recognizing the risks that poor employee health, wellness and satisfaction have on business success, 

employers have generally focused on adding wellness and prevention programmes to their employee 

health benefits plans.  In fact, 76% of employers in the 2013/2014 Towers Watson survey, intend to 
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increase their investment in benefits plans in the next few years.  Investments will be primarily in 

specialty wellness programmes that support employee awareness and prevention of health conditions.  

Although 42% of surveyed employers said they already have stress or resilience management 

programmes in place, another 14% planned to increase their investment in these programmes in 2014.  

Other programmes that employers plan to implement focus on wellness and prevention, and range from 

physical exercise programmes to biometric screenings and on-site medical services.  These programmes 

are not generally included in traditional group benefits plans offered by insurance companies.  The rise 

in demand for these programmes has led to the proliferation of specialty vendors who very often 

provide their services independently and not always in partnership with EAP providers who offer 

psycho-social services to complement the traditional health and disability insurance benefits offered by 

insurance companies. 

Finding the right solution 

The need to select the most appropriate benefits programmes from multiple providers further 

complicates the effort employers need to make in their quest for the right solution to their benefits plan 

design.  Employers increasingly express the need for strategic advice and actionable solutions, based on 

data collected from their employee benefits programmes that are currently in place.  With advances in 

technology, employers can have access to large amounts of data to help them understand claims trends, 

the use of EAP services and wellness programmes that are offered by independent providers.   

Employers generally turn to benefits advisors and actuarial consultants for their analytical and 

interpretive expertise to use the data collected to assess workplace wellness needs and to develop and 

design appropriate benefits plans.  In addition, employers rely on their benefits advisors to direct them 

to the appropriate resources and service providers.   

To be successful, a holistic approach involving the collaboration and partnership of all service providers 

is required in order to design and implement comprehensive benefits programmes that are not only 

supportive of employee health and wellness, but are also supported by the corporate culture. 

A holistic approach to plan design 

To successfully address workplace wellness challenges, employers should not continue to rely only on 

the addition of new programmes to the range of services in their employee benefits plans.  The major 

contributors to workplace stress and employee dissatisfaction mentioned earlier are rooted in 

workplace practices that are very often entrenched in the corporate culture.  Corporate leadership and 

people managers need to commit to the implementation of policies that aim to change workplace 

practices and transform the corporate culture so that it supports employee wellness and sustainable 

business success.   

The combined efforts and commitment of all stakeholders –employers, benefits advisors and insurance 

companies – sharing a common vision and working towards clearly defined objectives, is the essence of 

a holistic approach to the design and implementation of employee benefits plans.  A few suggestions are 

provided below on the role of stakeholders: 
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 Employers – Prior to shopping the market for benefit solutions, employers should mandate their 

benefits advisors to analyse claims history and trends, uncover the underlying reasons for higher 

medical claims, absenteeism trends and employee engagement scores.  The scope of workplace 

health risk assessments should go beyond identifying risks of physical ailments and chronic 

diseases and should include the prevalence and risk of mental health problems.  The health risk 

assessment should take into consideration specific workplace practices that jeopardize 

employee health and productivity.   

 Benefits advisors – In order to effectively serve the needs of their employer customers, benefits 

advisors must lead the promotion of a better understanding of workplace wellness and its 

connection to employee satisfaction, productivity and business success.  In their intermediary 

role, benefits advisors must clearly articulate customer needs to insurance companies and 

specialty providers to encourage the development of solutions that are relevant, affordable and 

measurable.  In addition, benefits advisors have an important role to play in monitoring plan 

costs for employers and in educating employees to become better healthcare consumers.  This 

is particularly true in regard to the purchase and use of prescription drugs, the frequency and 

use of routine medical services and wellness consultations. 

 Insurance companies – With the increase in demand for specialty wellness programmes and the 

intention of employers to invest in these programmes, insurance companies need to explore 

and expand partnerships with specialty vendors.  Partnerships with specialty vendors offering 

white-labelled services will require the seamless integration of combined services on a common 

service platform with the capability to offer innovative, customizable solution sets that respond 

to the needs of their employer customers. 

 People managers and supervisors – The role of people managers and supervisors is critically 

important to ensure successful implementation.  Manager Assistance Programmes (MAPs) 

should be among the services offered in the benefits plan.  MAPs provide people managers and 

supervisors with the professional support and tools needed to identify and monitor risk factors 

and mental health issues in their teams.  Armed with these resources, managers and supervisors 

are better equipped to detect risks and potential problems and recommend early intervention 

support for affected employees. 

Delivering a holistic employee health benefits programme 

The best designed benefits programme may fail to support the employer’s wellness and productivity 

objectives if employees are unaware of the services offered and if they cannot see the connection 

between their daily experience at work and the desired outcomes of the benefits programme.  

Employers, in collaboration with their benefits advisors and providers, should implement programmes 

and policies that allow employees to collectively experience the plan in the workplace on a daily basis.  A 

few suggestions are provided below. 

 Structured programmes and established policies that promote physical and mental health, 

creating an environment in which employees enjoy working.   
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Capital One lists among its employee benefits, subsidized gym memberships, business casual 

dress code plus Casual Fridays and an out-of-office Fun Day every quarter.  These benefits 

programmes are aligned with the corporate culture of excellence in a “light on ego” approach to 

team work and flexible work environment.  

 Stress reduction policies to demonstrate the commitment of leadership to help employees have 

an adequate work-life balance.  To be effective, corporate leadership must formally establish, 

endorse and enforce these policies.  Some policies worth considering are no e-mail after hours, 

no meetings after 3:00 p.m. on Fridays and mandatory participation in stress management 

programmes held periodically. 

In Germany, Volkswagen agreed to stop its Blackberry servers sending e-mails to some 

employees when they are off-site. 

 Efficient service models for clinical/medical support delivery.  The use of virtual telehealth 

services to provide easy access to clinical resources is another important way to minimize the 

impact on workplace productivity, particularly to employees with chronic diseases. 

In the 2011 Patient’s Voice survey sponsored by Merck, employees reported losing 5.4 days per 

year due to their chronic illnesses.  However, 44% of employees with a chronic disease did not 

have to take time off for their condition as they took their required medication or sought proper 

medical attention.  Having direct access to clinical expertise delivered virtually through 

telehealth services to support their medication adherence, would play a critical role in 

preventing absenteeism and time off from work to seek medical advice. 

These recommendations call for a change in perspective on benefits plans traditionally designed to 

reimburse health care costs, to a holistic, comprehensive wellness programme that involves all service 

providers and stakeholders, working together to support a healthy, productive workplace culture in 

which happy, engaged employees thrive because they love their jobs.   The benefits of a healthy, 

productive workplace culture are generally seen in better bottom line results and sustainable business 

success.  Investing time and resources in a holistic approach is worth the effort. 

 

 

 

Camille N. Isaacs-Morell is a marketing professional who has had extensive experience in the 

development of marketing strategies to promote employee benefits plans.  She passionately believes 

that employee benefits plans, when aligned and integrated in the corporate culture, result in greater 

employee engagement, productivity and business success.   Read more at www.camilleisaacsmorell.com, 

www.thebigpicturecamille.wordpress.com 
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