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Leading ladies
ELIZABETH GALENTINE  
EDITOR-IN-CHIEF If you haven’t already, now is 

the time to bookmark  
employeebene�tadviser.com 
and make a habit of visiting 
the website on a daily basis. 
�is month and next, we’re 
featuring the stories of EBA’s 
remarkable 2017 honorees in 
the fourth annual installment 
of our Most In�uential Women 
in Bene�t Advising awards.

For the �rst time this year, 
we had to expand the group of 
winners to 30, due to such an 
incredible pool of applicants. 
Selected through a month-long 
online nomination process that 
asked for nominee achieve-
ments in advising as well as 
experience in lifting up other 
women in the profession, this 
year’s group has an exemplary 
track record of improving the 
�eld of bene�t advising for all 
who are fortunate enough to 
work in it. 

Other exemplary winners, 
who each are being pro�led 
more deeply on our website, 
employeebene�tadviser.com, 
include:

• Susan Donohue, whose 
approach to helping save more 
than $1 million on a pharmacy 
contract that exposed excessive 
pricing has been leveraged for 
other client relationships at her 
brokerage, NFP. She also helps 
new recruits balance and de-
velop valuable career paths, and 
created a client event series that 
includes a wine tasting and a 
night at the Boston Pops.

• Brokerage Pacific Re-
sources’ Heather Gillow was 
instrumental in advising cli-
ents to discontinue medical 
claim payments for employees 
who were out on long-term 
disability, which saved mil-
lions of dollars. She currently 
manages $275 million in pre-
miums and maintains 100% 
client retention.

• At least two clients of Cer-
rina Jensen of CoreMark Insur-
ance Services survived regula-
tory audits because of her  
hands-on support. Under her 
leadership, the Sacramento 
Association of Health Under-
writers broke a number of re-
cords and earned the Paceset-
ter Award.

Learn from these leaders’ 
examples in their featured pro-
�les online, as well as those of 
the other 26 winners.

�e cover story, “Storming 
back” (p. 18), on adviser Char-
lotte Santa Cruz, and the ac-
companying descriptions of the 
other 29 winners on the follow-
ing pages, provide a glimpse of 
the outstanding accomplish-
ments of these industry leaders. 

Santa Cruz’s story in par-
ticular is a remarkable one 
about overcoming unspeakable 
personal adversity while still 
maintaining 100% commitment 
to her clients, above and be-
yond the industry standard. Un-
like your typical bene�t enroll-
ment specialist, Santa Cruz ex-
ceeds all measures of client ser-
vice expectations. 

As her nominator for the 
Most In�uential Women award, 
Je� Owens — a former com-
petitor — points out, “She’s not 
driven by the dollar and pro-
duction,” but rather the needs of 
individual employees. 
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Disability • Life • Medical • Contingency
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Wellness programs are really becoming much more part of an 
organization’s culture and internal brand, so that they are providing 
programs to help support employees in all di�erent ways, whether 
that is the health/wellness aspect or the �nancial wellness aspect or 
the social wellness aspect. 

�ey are incorporating a lot of di�erent activities and programs 
that will support the overall wellbeing of an individual — not just 
are they exercising and are they eating right — but doing all these 
other components that will facilitate the overall wellbeing of the in-
dividual and tying that to the internal company brand.

Whereas employees used to stay at an organization for many 
years, now it is this two-year stop and then on to the next job oppor-
tunity. Companies are really trying to create more of a bond with 
their employees to foster longevity.

We, as advisers, have expanded our role because we are in the 
people business. We are there as business partners with our clients 
to help them support their employees in ways that go beyond tradi-
tional bene�ts. �at includes expanding their total rewards program 
in creative ways that might position them competitively in the mar-
ket and also help them build their internal brands.

Beyond basics
Expanding the adviser’s role deeper 
than traditional benefit consulting.

How are  
advisers 
addressing 
total com-
pensation 
needs? 

ROB LIEBLEIN

In today’s com-
petitive market-
place, advisers 
and employers 
are working clos-
ing to truly iden-
tify the needs of 
their workforce 
and designing 
benefit plans that 
are specific to 
the demograph-
ics of the work-
force. This often 
includes non-
benefit options 
such as tuition 
reimbursement, 
sabbaticals and 
other non-health 
benefits.
GEORGE LANE

Offering flexibil-
ity in the work-
place (where, 
when and how 
work gets done) 
can be valued 
more highly, espe-
cially by younger 
generations, than 
other traditional 
benefits that 
have hard dollar 
costs associated 
with them.
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Individuals annually earning in excess of $500,000 need 
disability benefi ts that can keep pace with their affl  uent 
lifestyle - they need High Limit Disability.   The benefi ts of 
a recently-insured surgeon, making $1,100,000 consisted 
of:

 ⌂   $10,000/month Group LTD

 ⌂   $15,000/month Individual DI
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Call (800) 345-8816 
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High Limit DisabilityHigh Limit DisabilityHigh Limit Disability
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ACCESS THE EBA APP 
FROM YOUR MOBILE DEVICE

10 COMPLIANCE ISSUES FOR 2018 HEALTH & 
BENEFITS PLANNING
Despite uncertainty over reform e� orts in Washington, advisers 
need to help clients prepare for next year now.

10 BEST STATES FOR JOB SEEKERS
With the knowledge of a strong job market, bene� t managers 
can beef up o� erings to help retain top talent.

SLIDESHOW

TOOLS TO BUILD A STRONG 
BENEFIT PLAN, WORKFORCE

SLIDESHOW

Become a fan of our Facebook page at Facebook.com/
EBAMagazine for inside information and breaking news.

Join our LinkedIn group, Employee Bene� t Adviser, to keep 
the dialogue � owing on numerous industry discussions.

EBA magazine staff > @EBAmagazine 
Beyond opioids: Ending chronic pain through workplace 
intervention http://trib.al/n0YAaUc 

TWEET  WITH YOUR FRIENDS AT EBA

ELIZABETH GALENTINE
EDITOR IN CHIEF

@EBA_Galentine
Get a head start on 2018 planning with 
these top 10 compliance tips from 
@mercer http://bit.ly/2sAOSQW

CORT OLSEN
ASSOCIATE EDITOR

@EBA_OLSEN
Brokers ... vet the tech! Not all 
benefi t technology is right for your 
client: http://bit.ly/2sB5doX 

BRIAN KALISH
ONLINE MANAGING EDITOR

@Benefi t_Brian
As the push to more closely link HSAs 
and 401(k)s moves forward, what are 
you seeing with your clients? 
http://bit.ly/2rQSkBX

Coverage gap
Women are less likely than men to own life insurance
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From the article, 
“Life insurance makes a comeback,” 
available in full on employeebenefi tadviser.com.

ON
THE
WEB
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WHILE ANIMAL-LOVING EMPLOYEES APPRECIATE policies that permit pets in the work-
place, they actually prefer pet-related paid time o� and bereavement leave, notes a survey 
of 1,000 employees and 200 HR decision-makers conducted by Ban�eld Pet Hospital.

�e Pet-Friendly Workplace PAWrometer �ndings also found improvements re-
ported in �ve key areas as a result of implementing pet-friendly policies: higher mo-
rale (93%), lower stress (93%), better work-life balance (91%), increased company loy-
alty (91%) and reduced guilt among pet owners about leaving their pets at home (91%).

“Employers are becoming more receptive to the idea of implementing pet-friendly 
policies at work due to the increasing interest from employees and the positive impacts 
associated with these policies,” says Stephanie Neuvirth, SVP of people and organiza-
tion at Ban�eld Pet Hospital. “We believe pet-related bene�ts will continue to rise in 
popularity among desired workplace bene�ts.”

She says HR professionals and their advisers should be aware that pet-friendly 
policies positively impact everything from recruiting and hiring to wellbeing, produc-
tivity and retention — particularly among millennials.

For example, Neuvirth says this data is more likely to in�uence a job search for a 
millennial (42%) than an older adult (23%). In addition, she notes that millennials are 
far more likely to continue employment at a company that implements pet-friendly 
policies (60%) than their elders (39%).

A pet-friendly workplace helps build a sense of connectedness with teammates, 
but there are potential downsides to consider, explains Paul White, a licensed psychol-
ogist, consultant and author of �e Vibrant Workplace.

White says employees who don’t have pets might feel pet owners have an unfair 
advantage. Another issue he raises is that allowing pets at work presents “logistical has-
sles” day in and day out that create a “diminishing return” on any investment made in 
fostering this environment.

TAKE

5
A leading pharmacy 
bene�t manager 
has shaved its drug 
trend — the com-
bination of a drug’s 
cost and its us-
age — to its lowest 
point in four years, 
but specialty drug 
costs are still hard to swallow for em-
ployers and their advisers.

CVS Caremark’s overall drug pricing 
and usage trend fell to an average of 
3.2% last year from 5% in 2015 with 
the help of price protection, return of 
more than 90% of overall rebates, use 
of generics and targeted approaches. 
Other bright spots include 38% of 
commercial customers actually achiev-
ing a negative trend, and out-of-pocket 
costs for members decreasing 3% dur-
ing this period.

However, the specialty drug category 
grew to nearly 36% of overall gross 
spend on prescription drugs and is 
expected to reach 55% by 2020. Apart 
from anti-in�ammatory medications 
for rheumatoid arthritis and psoriasis, 
other major cost-drivers included an-
tineoplastics and adjunctive therapies 
used to treat cancer, as well as psycho-
therapeutic and neurological agents, 
including multiple sclerosis therapies. 

“We know that specialty drug costs are 
an area of great concern for employers,” 
says Troyen Brennan, M.D., executive VP 
and chief medical of�cer at CVS Health. 
He predicts such growth “will likely out-
pace that of traditional pharmaceuticals 
for the next several years as new prod-
ucts come to market and the population 
ages.”

Mindful of these challenges, various 
techniques are being employed to man-
age trends and improve outcomes. 
Brennan says they include an integrated 
specialty management approach that 
manages spend at the therapeutic class 
level, regardless of bene�t, and evalua-
tion of prescriptions in the context of a 
patient’s complete disease state versus 
an individual event or drug.

PBM SPECIALTY 
RX COSTS SOAR, 
DESPITE LOWER 
TREND

PET POLICY PERKS

NOTING THAT AS MUCH AS $3.2 TRILLION a year in medical care is “se-
cretly priced,” an entrepreneurial physician named Bill Hennessey 
is on a mission to unmask those costs for self-insured employers 
with the help of brokers and advisers. �e secret weapon: an abil-
ity to identify by ZIP code known charges and claim allowables be-
fore services are actually rendered. �e proprietary platform, Prat-
ter, instantly identi�es, itemizes and targets a host of outpatient pro-
cedures, seeking to break the confounding cycle of contractual ar-
rangements with TPAs or insurance carriers that prevent employers 
from auditing their own claims.

One adviser working with Pratter is Steve Dalaba, co-founder 
and managing partner of WBS Bene�t Advisors. He was surprised by 
the eye-popping variation of a simple lipid panel test in Pittsburgh, 
which a live demo of Hennessey’s transparent pricing tool pegged 
at anywhere from $25 to $1,900. “We fully believe that knowledge 
is power,” he says, noting how more careful shopping by employees 
will save their employer money as well.

Hennessey says employers not only have a right to know, but 
not knowing this information also violates their �duciary responsi-
bility under ERISA to manage all bene�ts. Employers in this situa-

Tool seeks to end 
‘secret pricing’

The �duciary rule’s en-
actment could trigger 
a �urry of merger and 
acquisitions among 
retirement bene�t ad-
viser/broker �rms, in-
dustry observers say.

Several �rms that 
study consolidation 
in the �nancial-servic-
es sector, including 
OPTIS Partners, note 
the dif�culty of directly 
tying this trend in the 
employer market to 
any of their research. 
However, they point to 
several driving factors. 

Indeed, many indepen-
dent agencies or bro-
kerages “will be more 
apt to consolidate with 
larger businesses that 
can absorb the compli-

Pra�er application is able to identify by 
ZIP code known charges, claim allowables 

FIDUCIARY RULE COULD 
BRING CONSOLIDATION
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A leading pharmacy 
bene�t manager 
has shaved its drug 
trend — the com-
bination of a drug’s 
cost and its us-
age — to its lowest 
point in four years, 
but specialty drug 
costs are still hard to swallow for em-
ployers and their advisers.

CVS Caremark’s overall drug pricing 
and usage trend fell to an average of 
3.2% last year from 5% in 2015 with 
the help of price protection, return of 
more than 90% of overall rebates, use 
of generics and targeted approaches. 
Other bright spots include 38% of 
commercial customers actually achiev-
ing a negative trend, and out-of-pocket 
costs for members decreasing 3% dur-
ing this period.

However, the specialty drug category 
grew to nearly 36% of overall gross 
spend on prescription drugs and is 
expected to reach 55% by 2020. Apart 
from anti-in�ammatory medications 
for rheumatoid arthritis and psoriasis, 
other major cost-drivers included an-
tineoplastics and adjunctive therapies 
used to treat cancer, as well as psycho-
therapeutic and neurological agents, 
including multiple sclerosis therapies. 

“We know that specialty drug costs are 
an area of great concern for employers,” 
says Troyen Brennan, M.D., executive VP 
and chief medical of�cer at CVS Health. 
He predicts such growth “will likely out-
pace that of traditional pharmaceuticals 
for the next several years as new prod-
ucts come to market and the population 
ages.”

Mindful of these challenges, various 
techniques are being employed to man-
age trends and improve outcomes. 
Brennan says they include an integrated 
specialty management approach that 
manages spend at the therapeutic class 
level, regardless of bene�t, and evalua-
tion of prescriptions in the context of a 
patient’s complete disease state versus 
an individual event or drug.

PBM SPECIALTY 
RX COSTS SOAR, 
DESPITE LOWER 
TREND

NOTING THAT AS MUCH AS $3.2 TRILLION a year in medical care is “se-
cretly priced,” an entrepreneurial physician named Bill Hennessey 
is on a mission to unmask those costs for self-insured employers 
with the help of brokers and advisers. �e secret weapon: an abil-
ity to identify by ZIP code known charges and claim allowables be-
fore services are actually rendered. �e proprietary platform, Prat-
ter, instantly identi�es, itemizes and targets a host of outpatient pro-
cedures, seeking to break the confounding cycle of contractual ar-
rangements with TPAs or insurance carriers that prevent employers 
from auditing their own claims.

One adviser working with Pratter is Steve Dalaba, co-founder 
and managing partner of WBS Bene�t Advisors. He was surprised by 
the eye-popping variation of a simple lipid panel test in Pittsburgh, 
which a live demo of Hennessey’s transparent pricing tool pegged 
at anywhere from $25 to $1,900. “We fully believe that knowledge 
is power,” he says, noting how more careful shopping by employees 
will save their employer money as well.

Hennessey says employers not only have a right to know, but 
not knowing this information also violates their �duciary responsi-
bility under ERISA to manage all bene�ts. Employers in this situa-

tion obviously can’t manage what they can’t measure, he adds. “In 
a working-age population where we’re paying for everything out of 
pocket, there needs to be a new standard: known pricing,” Hennessey 
says. “Every outpatient procedure has its own �ve-digit, unique CPT 
[current procedural terminology] billing code and claim-allowable 
or negotiated-discount rate, which should all be published.”

He knows of one company that spent $60 million on healthcare 
last year, half of which was revenue instead of CPT coded. With no 
way to itemize those costs, which are often hidden by nondisclosure 
agreements, it was a case of the tail wagging the dog.

Alecia Nash, a bene�ts consultant with Bene�cial Associates, 
thinks this approach makes particular sense on a self-funded plat-
form, especially when it comes to negotiating with reinsurers, and 
sees tremendous power in knowing the numbers.

Tool seeks to end 
‘secret pricing’

The �duciary rule’s en-
actment could trigger 
a �urry of merger and 
acquisitions among 
retirement bene�t ad-
viser/broker �rms, in-
dustry observers say.

Several �rms that 
study consolidation 
in the �nancial-servic-
es sector, including 
OPTIS Partners, note 
the dif�culty of directly 
tying this trend in the 
employer market to 
any of their research. 
However, they point to 
several driving factors. 

Indeed, many indepen-
dent agencies or bro-
kerages “will be more 
apt to consolidate with 
larger businesses that 
can absorb the compli-

ance [costs] through 
volume,” says Phil 
Trem, SVP at Marsh, 
Berry & Co., a leading 
M&A advisory �rm. 
The company provides 
consulting services in 
the �nancial services 
industry to indepen-
dent insurance agents 
and brokers, including 
those with expertise in 
retirement planning.

In addition, many re-
tirement plan advisers 
who aren’t registered 
investment advisors 
may look to merge 
with an RIA �rm that 
knows how to grow a 
business adhering to 
�duciary guidelines. 
And RIAs may be look-
ing for partners. More 
than three quarters 

of 234 independent 
RIAs surveyed by FA 
Insight, TD Ameri-
trade’s research arm, 
indicated their growth 
plans include a merger 
or acquisition over the 
next �ve years. It’s not 
known whether the 
respondents service 
retirement plans.

Any new pairings 
involving retirement 
bene�t advisers will 
depend on the type of 
client that the RIA tar-
gets and service suite 
or lines of expertise 
offered, as well as the 
strategic preferences 
of the selling and 
acquiring parties, ac-
cording to Dan Inveen, 
a consultant with TD 
Ameritrade.

Pra�er application is able to identify by 
ZIP code known charges, claim allowables 

FIDUCIARY RULE COULD 
BRING CONSOLIDATION
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High interest in health savings
The steady rise of HDHP enrollments sets HSAs 
to exceed $45 billion by 2017

Growing investments

Deposits into health savings accounts have nearly 
quadrupled since 2010, according to Devenir. 
Eighty percent of Americans have a high concern 
about healthcare costs in retirement, according to 
Merrill Lynch, and healthcare is the largest threat to 
retirement savings and the most important part of a 
retirement income plan, according to Fidelity, which 
is why there has been a recent push to more closely 
link HSAs and 401(k)s, or health and wealth.
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NELSON L.
GRISWOLD
A�er Derek Rine provided 
insights into what was 
possible beyond the status 
quo, the CFO recognized 
that Rine Insurance — not 
the big national or regional 
agency — was bringing the 
innovative solutions that 
provided be�er benefits.

Beating competition through innovation

“I’M MAKING YOU THE AGENT OF RECORD on all 11, start-
ing now,” the CFO told Derek Rine, referring to a package 
of bene�t polices that several brokerage �rms had been 
managing for the 3,000-employee company. 

With that, local independent agency David Rine In-
surance won this large account over the national house 
incumbent and the huge regional agency that recently had 
received a verbal commitment for the AOR. 

How this undersized David slays industry Goliaths to 
win a giant account is a case study in how small but smart 
independents are beating the big brokerages.

A �xture in the Akron, Ohio, area for more than 25 
years, Rine Insurance has been focused primarily on groups 
of 50-200 lives. So how did this pint-sized David rip a 3,000-
life account away from two powerhouse bene�t �rms? �e 
story begins with bene�t practice leader Derek Rine’s de-
cision in January 2016 to attend a new, break-the-mold 
conference for bene�t agency leaders called ASCEND – 
�e Agency Growth & Leadership Summit.

At ASCEND, Rine discovered innovative bene�t strat-
egies, unique employee engagement resources and pow-
erful cost-containment tools. More important, he learned 
that he had to have a better conversation with prospects 
than his competition if he wanted a chance to beat the 
larger bene�t �rms. 

In his better conversation with that 3,000-life group, 
Rine introduced creative engagement and cost-contain-
ment solutions that neither the incumbent nor the re-
gional agency had ever shown the client. 

Game-changing solutions
For employees, Rine Insurance o�ered a mobile bene-

�t portal for their phone, providing 24/7 access to health 
and bene�t concierge services, plus a telemedicine doc-
tor with $0 copay. Employees also could get zero-copay 
specialty drugs.  

For the company, Rine provided several cost-contain-
ment solutions, including a proven pharmacy cost-mitiga-
tion program that slashes the high cost of specialty drugs. 

Most important, however, Rine quanti�ed potential 
savings, showing the CFO more than $1 million in total 
savings in year one alone. To a CFO, that savings trans-
lates into EBITDA that he can show his CEO and board.

And to emphasize to the CFO the greater value that 
Rine Insurance was bringing, Rine charged double the 
fees that the incumbent was charging.

Key to Rine’s success was its entry point to the com-
pany. Rine avoided the operational HR department that 
doesn’t own the P&L statement and resists change. In-
stead, con�dent in the tremendous value he was bring-
ing, he secured an introduction from a mutual friend to 
the company’s CFO for a better, strategic conversation.

After Rine provided insights into what was possible 
beyond the status quo, the CFO recognized that Rine In-
surance — not the big national or regional agency — was 
bringing the innovative solutions that provided better ben-
e�ts for the employees and created EBITDA from the ben-
e�t spend. Another big win for David. Another stunning 
loss for Goliath.

David Rine Insurance is just one of many examples I 
have of small but nimble independent bene�t �rms across 
the country moving into the C-suite and leveraging better 
solutions and better conversations to become fearsome 
giant killers. Goliaths beware. EBA

Griswold is an agency 
growth consultant 
and author of DO 

 or DIE: Reinventing 
 Your Benefits 

Agency for Post-
Reform Success. 

His Agency Growth 
Mastermind Network 

helps agency 
leaders reform-
proof their firm. 

Reach him at (615) 
656-5974, nelson@

InsuranceBottomLine.
com, or through 

21stCenturyAgency.
com.

WENDY
KENEIPP
When an agency 
understands the type 
of business it wants to 
work with, it has a more 
compelling story to offer 
prospects, because it knows 
the relationship will be a 
good fit. 

Wanted: the ideal client 

WHEN IT COMES TO RECRUITING new business, too many 
agencies take the “whoever fogs a mirror” approach. But 
when they are asked if they have clients they’d like to �re, 
they always respond with a resounding “Yes!”

To really uncover ideal clients, an agency should 
view the relationship from di�erent angles.

First, the agency should consider what type of cli-
ent company best suits its internal culture. For example, 
maybe it prefers working with smaller employers be-
cause it gets better access to the owners, or more con-
tact with the employees and an opportunity to really con-
nect with their team.

Or perhaps it’s better suited to larger companies with 
HR managers and CFOs, as these settings are more con-
ducive to detailed, analytical conversations about plan 
designs, compliance and technical HR support.

But regardless of whether the �rm is large or small, 
if the employer’s goals and values don’t match those of 
the bene�t brokerage, the relationship will not be pro-
ductive. For example, if the employer is looking for a 
price-shopping broker and the agency seeks to add value 
through business consulting, both parties are going to 
be consistently frustrated.

Here’s an exercise that can provide some clarity. 
Start by selecting �ve of the agency’s favorite clients 
and �ve that consistently frustrate the agency’s advis-
ers. Based on feedback from leadership, producers and 
account managers, identify the characteristics of each 
group. Include everything from the tactical to the tech-
nical, noting feelings and intangibles as well. It’s espe-
cially important to note which of these characteristics 
are deal breakers.
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WENDY
KENEIPP
When an agency 
understands the type 
of business it wants to 
work with, it has a more 
compelling story to offer 
prospects, because it knows 
the relationship will be a 
good fit. 

Wanted: the ideal client 

WHEN IT COMES TO RECRUITING new business, too many 
agencies take the “whoever fogs a mirror” approach. But 
when they are asked if they have clients they’d like to �re, 
they always respond with a resounding “Yes!”

To really uncover ideal clients, an agency should 
view the relationship from di�erent angles.

First, the agency should consider what type of cli-
ent company best suits its internal culture. For example, 
maybe it prefers working with smaller employers be-
cause it gets better access to the owners, or more con-
tact with the employees and an opportunity to really con-
nect with their team.

Or perhaps it’s better suited to larger companies with 
HR managers and CFOs, as these settings are more con-
ducive to detailed, analytical conversations about plan 
designs, compliance and technical HR support.

But regardless of whether the �rm is large or small, 
if the employer’s goals and values don’t match those of 
the bene�t brokerage, the relationship will not be pro-
ductive. For example, if the employer is looking for a 
price-shopping broker and the agency seeks to add value 
through business consulting, both parties are going to 
be consistently frustrated.

Here’s an exercise that can provide some clarity. 
Start by selecting �ve of the agency’s favorite clients 
and �ve that consistently frustrate the agency’s advis-
ers. Based on feedback from leadership, producers and 
account managers, identify the characteristics of each 
group. Include everything from the tactical to the tech-
nical, noting feelings and intangibles as well. It’s espe-
cially important to note which of these characteristics 
are deal breakers.

What should emerge are two sets of characteris-
tics that provide pretty clear pro�les of the type of cli-
ent that best suits the agency and its advisers, and the 
type of client it is better o� without. What does this look 
like when the exercise is completed? 

When starting out, any client often does make a 
“good” client because you have to get started some-
where. But as you work diligently with multiple clients 
over the years, you should be �ltering through various 
ideas of what’s working and what’s not working in those 
relationships. Your client pro�le should become more 
re�ned as your business ages. 

Here’s a sample from an agency with a very clear 
idea of what it wants in a client:

Sample client pro�le
At least 51-250 employees; privately held; owners are at 
the decision-making table; open to technology. �ey put 
employees �rst, and write the check to prove it. Have an 
emphasis on healthcare consumerism and are willing 
learn about factors driving premiums and out-of-pocket 
expenses, using that information to make decisions.

�ey look to us to help guide them through this less-
than-perfect system. �e decision-makers are decisive, 
detail oriented and loyal. �ey are looking for help with 
bene�t administration, compliance, payroll and HR.

When an agency understands the type of business 
it wants to work with, it has a more compelling story to 
o�er prospects, because it knows the relationship will be 
a good �t. It isn’t desperately hoping that the employer 
needs a new broker and that it can o�er something, any-
thing, that it might need. EBA

Keneipp is a 
partner and coach 
at Q4intelligence, 

driving agency 
transformation. 
Learn more at 

q4intel.com. Reach 
her at wendy@

q4intel.com, on 
LinkedIn, or Twitter @

WendyKeneipp.
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managing partner 

at Baltimore-based 
consulting and 

advisory services 
firm Daymark 

Advisors. Reach 
him at jkwicien@

daymarkadvisors.
com.

I am not talking about 
passively waiting for client 
testimonials that are 
wri�en by an occasional 
client or two. I’m asking 
you to consider developing 
a proactive campaign to 
create client testimonials. 

The power of client testimonials

WE ARE MORE THAN HALFWAY THROUGH 2017, and hope-
fully you are ahead of your annual sales and client reten-
tion goals. Even so, if you are like the majority of advisers, 
you likely are struggling to attract new client relationships 
while retaining your existing client base in light of the un-
settled and unsettling regulatory climate. �at’s why we 
want to talk about your marketing e�orts and in particu-
lar the power of client testimonials.

Some of you are saying, “We already have a few one-  
or two-sentence quotes about how helpful our team has 
been.” I’m talking about creating a small library of client 
testimonials that address speci�c capabilities, attributes, 
outcomes and results. I’m advocating that you proactively 
incorporate client testimonials into your marketing e�orts.

Where should you start? �ink about your best cli-
ents. �at can mean the largest clients with local brand 
name recognition. Or that can mean your most loyal cli-
ents with the longest tenure with your �rm. It could mean 
your fastest-growing clients. Or it could mean the clients 
where your team performed at an extremely high level 
and created enormous value. Hopefully it’s all of these, 
and those clients perceive you as their trusted adviser.

I am not talking about passively waiting for client tes-
timonials that are written by an occasional client or two. 
I’m asking you to consider developing a proactive cam-
paign to create client testimonials. 

Make it happen
Once you’ve identi�ed who some of your best clients are, 
consider the story that can be brie�y told about what you 
have done for them and their employees. Consider it as 
a mini case study. 

You know best what you did on the client’s behalf 
and what the results were. �at’s why you or someone on 
your team needs to draft the testimonial, since you know 
what you want to emphasize from a marketing perspec-
tive. After all, you are promoting your business. Plus, you 
want to make it easy for your client to give you permission 
to use the testimonial and the client’s brand name. So do 
the work yourself and develop the marketing message.

Consider some of the following situations as themes 
to be the focal point of your testimonials. Clients where 
you helped them to:

• Revamp their major medical coverage and em-
ployer contribution to reward wellness plan participation

• Develop a multi-year bene�t strategic plan
• Educate their employees to become more informed 

consumers of healthcare
• Bend the healthcare cost curve and reduce their 

insurance premiums
• Adopt an onsite clinic or alternative pharmacy ben-

e�t program for better service at a lower cost
• Supplement their existing employer-paid bene�ts 

with voluntary bene�ts
• Leverage technology to make bene�t information 

more readily accessible
In a short period of time, you will have a small library 

of testimonials that will promote your team’s strengths 
from a number of di�erent perspectives. 

�e best part of this approach is that your clients 
will be “bragging” for you with real case study examples. 
Being endorsed as a subject matter expert and trusted 
adviser is very compelling. Now that’s a winning market-
ing strategy. EBA
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EBA’s  most influential women  in benefit  advising

2017 winners include 
results-oriented thought 

leaders with heart and soul
BY BRUCE SHUTAN 

In a largely male-dominated profession, EBA’s 2017 Most In�uential Women in Bene-

�t Advising stand out for both personal and professional reasons. Some of these winners, 

who are listed in alphabetical order by last name, were credited with �nding substantial 

savings for employer clients and strengthening their organization’s bottom line. 

Several showed bravery in the face of unspeakable obstacles or gave back to their local 

community. One woman runs a nonpro�t dedicated to curing lung cancer. Many men-

tored female peers whom they encouraged to climb the corporate ladder. 

�e list, selected by EBA’s editors after a month-long online nomination process,  is 

brimming with thought leaders who belong to various industry organizations. Some 

made their mark in media by contributing to books or popular news outlets. Others ad-

vocate a holistic approach to technology, behavioral �nance, level-funding techniques, 

mind-body healing and metrics to track corporate objectives.
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Katrina or an accident she had soon after. 

Perseverance
When Hurricane Katrina pounded the Gulf 
of Mexico in 2005, it completely destroyed 
Santa Cruz’s entire town and claimed the 
life of her 72-year-old father-in-law. 

But Santa Cruz and her immediate 
family escaped the devastation by traveling 
to Destin, Fla., for a client meeting. “Other-
wise, we may not have survived it,” she says. 

For six months following Katrina, 
Santa Cruz dropped her three kids o� at 
school in Fairhope, Ala., where the fam-
ily had temporarily resettled, and drove just 
under three hours to Bay St. Louis to what 
was left of her o�ce, while also maintaining 
a business presence in New Orleans. 

�en, in spring 2006, she stopped by 
her home, which was being renovated, and 
noticed �ve huge bathroom vanity mirrors 
that workers had left propped against the 
inside of her garage door. She tried moving 
them without assistance, but in the process 
a mirror slipped from her grasp and sliced 

 STORMING  

BACK 
Charlotte Santa Cruz survived Hurricane Katrina and a 
life-threatening accident and now thrives as one of EBA’s 
Most In�uential Women in Bene�t Advising.
BY BRUCE SHUTAN

S
he’s an adviser who also hap-
pens to run the only woman-
owned national bene�ts enroll-
ment �rm in the U.S., and has 
helped working mothers re-en-

ter the workforce after years of caregiving. 
Now, she can add another accolade. 

Charlotte Santa Cruz, founder and 
CEO of the Santa Cruz Insurance Group 
LLC in Bay St. Louis, Miss., about an hour’s 
drive outside New Orleans, is one of 30 lead-
ers chosen as EBA’s 2017 Most In�uential 
Women in Bene�t Advising. 

Selected by the editorial sta� from doz-
ens of applicants over a month-long online 
nomination process, Santa Cruz specializes 
in the voluntary employee bene�t space 
and is known for her relentless commitment 
to customers and former customers alike. 

EBA’s annual list, in its fourth year, rec-
ognizes extraordinary contributions such as 
signi�cantly increasing a �rm’s sales or mar-
ket share, providing strategic consulting, 
fostering bene�t innovations and elevating 
the status of all women in the profession. 

Santa Cruz and her 35 employees cover 
a spectrum of plans involving health, den-

tal, vision, life and disability as well as vari-
ous other voluntary bene�ts for more than 
150 companies. 

Her �rm is known for providing exten-
sive HR, billing and claims support on the 
back end, where most �rms rely on carri-
ers to provide this post-enrollment service 
because it’s not cost e�ective to do that ad-
ditional work. Knowing that contacting the 
carrier for service rarely solves a client’s ser-
vice issues, Santa Cruz provides this unique 
service at no cost to clients other than com-
pensation received from products sold. 

Santa Cruz Insurance Group’s enroll-
ment counselors are paid according to per-
sistency of business, which Santa Cruz says 
is directly tied to an employee making good 
buying decisions when purchasing bene�ts 
and not being oversold. 

Once an aspiring investigative jour-
nalist, Santa Cruz’s entrance into the em-
ployee bene�t �eld began with an exposure 
to medical conferences while in a marketing 
role for the New Orleans Convention Cen-
ter. In 1994, she founded Advanced Busi-
ness Systems, which handled electronic bill-
ing for health insurance claims and under-

went an o�cial name change to Santa Cruz 
Insurance Group LLC in 2002 after adding 
insurance products to her portfolio. 

Leading up to Hurricane Katrina, she 
was managing enrollment services for 500 
to 1,000 employees. Since then, despite los-
ing her home and business in the storm and 
scrambling to work from temporary loca-
tions, she has managed, enrolled or advised 
54,000 additional employees in their bene�t 
decisions with the help of her team. 

In addition, production went from mid-
six �gures to roughly $3 million in annual 
new sales about three to four years after a 
crippling accident that nearly claimed her 
life in April 2006. �is production surge dou-
bled revenues as well, climbing steadily 
every year since about 2008 and making 
Santa Cruz one of the nation’s top producing 
enrollment �rms over the past decade.

But it wasn’t easy. After Katrina and the 
accident, Santa Cruz’s revenues dropped 
signi�cantly with an inability to bring in 
new clients, while the storm put many exist-
ing customers out of business. “Adversity is 
an excellent coach and game changer,” says 
Santa Cruz, who never told clients about 

1
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Katrina or an accident she had soon after. 

Perseverance
When Hurricane Katrina pounded the Gulf 
of Mexico in 2005, it completely destroyed 
Santa Cruz’s entire town and claimed the 
life of her 72-year-old father-in-law. 

But Santa Cruz and her immediate 
family escaped the devastation by traveling 
to Destin, Fla., for a client meeting. “Other-
wise, we may not have survived it,” she says. 

For six months following Katrina, 
Santa Cruz dropped her three kids o� at 
school in Fairhope, Ala., where the fam-
ily had temporarily resettled, and drove just 
under three hours to Bay St. Louis to what 
was left of her o�ce, while also maintaining 
a business presence in New Orleans. 

�en, in spring 2006, she stopped by 
her home, which was being renovated, and 
noticed �ve huge bathroom vanity mirrors 
that workers had left propped against the 
inside of her garage door. She tried moving 
them without assistance, but in the process 
a mirror slipped from her grasp and sliced 

nerves, ligaments, muscles, tendons and 
blood vessels in a wrist and foot. 

   Cellphones still didn’t work at that 
point, but two neighbors who happened 
to be intensive care unit nurses found her 
and managed to get her to the hospital. Told 
she might have to have her foot amputated, 
an orthopedic surgeon advised her to walk 
daily to increase blood �ow. �e color �-
nally returned. 

Still, the uphill battle to recover was 
steep. Santa Cruz worked from bed, doing 
everything herself until September 2007, 
when she met Christina LaFontaine, a 
young mom who’s now director of oper-
ations at her company. With LaFontaine 
handling the o�ce, Santa Cruz could �nally 
focus on sales. 

By 2013, Santa Cruz was doing so well 
that she began working with a competitor to 
help handle the workload. Je� Owens, who, 
until recently, served as territory enroll-
ment manager for Allstate Bene�ts, became 
a collaborator and nominated his now close 
friend for EBA’s annual award.

What makes Santa Cruz so in�uential 
is also what makes her unique, according to 
Owens. Case in point: She works with her 
clientele long after most enrollment compa-
nies move on, forcing competitors to raise 
their game in terms of service and attitude. 
“She’s not driven by the dollar and produc-
tion,” he says. 

Vickie Conaway, HR director for the 
City of Pine Blu�, Ark., who has worked 
with Santa Cruz as a client for �ve years, de-
scribes her as “a very strong, matter-of-fact 
type of businesswoman.” A passion for cli-
ents and community “are the foundation for 
her business,” Conaway adds.

Honesty and integrity
Santa Cruz is now in excellent health. Her 
sel�ess qualities have helped many female 
victims of the storm, including her own 
mother, land well-paying jobs with her �rm 
and renew their sense of self-worth.

Her dedication extends to business 
partnerships as well. Santa Cruz is care-
ful about the vendors with whom she’s 
aligned. “If a carrier has a history of not pay-
ing claims or giving my clients a rough time, 
they won’t stay on my portfolio for long,” 
she says. It’s also important to stick around 
after the sale and not let customer service 
slide, according to her business philosophy. 

Otherwise, she says it’s akin to aban-
doning a child. She’s even dedicated to for-
mer clients, one of whom she helped re-
cover more than $180,000 that was errone-
ously paid to a former bene�t carrier. “Em-
ployers are not only appreciative of such 
honesty and integrity, but ba�ed that any-
one would walk away from a potential reve-
nue source simply because she puts the cli-
ent’s needs before her own,” Owens says.

It hasn’t been easy being a woman-
owned business in a male-dominated �eld, 
according to Owens, who has seen �rsthand 
women having to work harder to create “ex-
traordinary strategies for error-free imple-
mentations in an industry that seems to be 
more accepting of, and forgiving toward, 
men. Charlotte stands out as the most strik-
ing example of someone who has built an 
industry �agship while navigating against 
this tide.”

Santa Cruz isn’t someone who crum-
bled from tragedy or wore her struggles as a 
badge of honor that she worked into every 
conversation, Owens explains. Rather, he 
says she let the misery shape her character 
without de�ning the rest of her life.

While unsure what to expect in the fu-
ture, she’s enjoying a comfort zone that was 
expected 12 years ago. “I simply take every-
thing day by day and evaluate the oppor-
tunities that come our way,” she says. “And 
come they have!”

▶ Charlo�e 
Santa Cruz 
maintains client 
relationships 
long a
er her en-
rollment services 
have ended. STORMING  

BACK 

went an o�cial name change to Santa Cruz 
Insurance Group LLC in 2002 after adding 
insurance products to her portfolio. 

Leading up to Hurricane Katrina, she 
was managing enrollment services for 500 
to 1,000 employees. Since then, despite los-
ing her home and business in the storm and 
scrambling to work from temporary loca-
tions, she has managed, enrolled or advised 
54,000 additional employees in their bene�t 
decisions with the help of her team. 

In addition, production went from mid-
six �gures to roughly $3 million in annual 
new sales about three to four years after a 
crippling accident that nearly claimed her 
life in April 2006. �is production surge dou-
bled revenues as well, climbing steadily 
every year since about 2008 and making 
Santa Cruz one of the nation’s top producing 
enrollment �rms over the past decade.

But it wasn’t easy. After Katrina and the 
accident, Santa Cruz’s revenues dropped 
signi�cantly with an inability to bring in 
new clients, while the storm put many exist-
ing customers out of business. “Adversity is 
an excellent coach and game changer,” says 
Santa Cruz, who never told clients about 
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vice president  

Meredith Beam 
 employee solutions, winston benefits

area senior vice president,  
client development 

Marne Bell 
 arthur j. gallagher & co. 

president/ceo

Tanya Boyd 

 tanya boyd & associates llc

Beam’s business development e�orts have 
led to explosive growth for her �rm across 
the Southeast, with more than $2.2 million 
in new business revenue within the �rst two 
years. Her insight has helped new clients 
transition to a fully automated approach to 
enrollment and administrative processes. 

An industry thought leader on worksite 
health initiatives, Bell has been interviewed 
by CNN about onsite clinic trends and so-
lutions. For more than a year she valiantly 
fought a life-threatening illness while still 
becoming a top producer with the most rec-
ognized brand names. 

A recipient of the Dallas Association of Un-
derwriters’ Stellar Award, Boyd is a Lead-
ing Producers Round Table Soaring Eagle 
and member of an agent group supporting 
women in the �eld. Her company has dou-
bled every year, adding more than 50 new 
groups and 100 individual clients in 2016.

chief compliance officer

Rae Lee Clark 
 vita companies

partner, the capacity group,  
an epic company, ceo 

Susan L. Combs 
 combs & company llc 

senior director of account management

Susan Donohue 
 nfp

Having served as the youngest president of 
Women in Insurance and Financial Services 
in the group’s 81-year history, Combs was 
instrumental in helping develop its National 
Mentorship Program. She is a strong advo-
cate of luring more women to the bene�t 
advising �eld.

Clark is an expert at complex healthcare 
laws and regulations, and she was instru-
mental in developing a paperless strategy 
that has reduced Vita’s eco-footprint. Her 
blog has seen a dramatic uptake in reader-
ship that has bolstered the �rm’s marketing 
and reputation.

Donohue’s approach to helping save more 
than $1 million on a pharmacy contract that 
exposed excessive pricing has been lever-
aged for other NFP client relationships. She 
also helps new recruits balance and develop 
valuable career paths, and created a client 
event series that includes a wine tasting and 
a night at the Boston Pops. 
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senior vice president

Pamela Anne Files 
 fisher brown bottrell insurance

Buoyed by a strategic vision to align with  
an analytics �rm, Files has seen an  
exceptional embedded algorithms process 
make a meaningful di�erence for clients. 
She’s also deeply dedicated to helping  
female colleagues share best practices and 
inspire them to reach leadership positions 
among health underwriters in her state.

principal and lead advisor

Jamie Greenleaf 
 cafaro greenleaf

Greenleaf built her career on a core belief 
that all hard-working Americans deserve 
to retire with dignity. She’s a huge advocate 
of behavioral �nance and understands the 
unique challenges women face in planning 
for retirement, including a longer lifespan 
and careers paused by caretaking.
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president/ceo

Tanya Boyd 

 tanya boyd & associates llc

A recipient of the Dallas Association of Un-
derwriters’ Stellar Award, Boyd is a Lead-
ing Producers Round Table Soaring Eagle 
and member of an agent group supporting 
women in the �eld. Her company has dou-
bled every year, adding more than 50 new 
groups and 100 individual clients in 2016.

senior director of account management

Susan Donohue 
 nfp

Donohue’s approach to helping save more 
than $1 million on a pharmacy contract that 
exposed excessive pricing has been lever-
aged for other NFP client relationships. She 
also helps new recruits balance and develop 
valuable career paths, and created a client 
event series that includes a wine tasting and 
a night at the Boston Pops. 

senior vice president

Pamela Anne Files 
 fisher brown bottrell insurance

vice president, account executive

Heather Gillow 

 pacific resources

Buoyed by a strategic vision to align with  
an analytics �rm, Files has seen an  
exceptional embedded algorithms process 
make a meaningful di�erence for clients. 
She’s also deeply dedicated to helping  
female colleagues share best practices and 
inspire them to reach leadership positions 
among health underwriters in her state.

Gillow was instrumental in advising clients 
to discontinue medical claim payments for 
employees who were out on long-term dis-
ability, which saved millions of dollars. She 
currently manages $275 million in premium 
and maintains 100% client retention.

senior strategist of health and  
welfare consulting 

Marybeth Gray 
trion group, a marsh & mclennan agency llc

principal and lead advisor

Jamie Greenleaf 
 cafaro greenleaf

national vice president of sales

Kiera Hanselman 

 fbmc benefits management inc.

Greenleaf built her career on a core belief 
that all hard-working Americans deserve 
to retire with dignity. She’s a huge advocate 
of behavioral �nance and understands the 
unique challenges women face in planning 
for retirement, including a longer lifespan 
and careers paused by caretaking.

Gray has produced more than $1.5 million 
in new business each of the past �ve years 
and ranked among the top �ve producers in 
the Marsh & McLennan Agency during that 
time. She is also the mentorship co-chair of 
Trion’s Growth in Relationships & Opportu-
nities for Women initiative.

Hanselman has made a tremendous impact 
since joining in May 2016, when sales op-
portunities ballooned and then exceeded 
1,000% above last year’s total in the �rst half 
of 2017. She has also helped lead and orga-
nize a statewide county employee bene�ts 
benchmark analysis study.

employee benefits consultant

Cerrina Jensen 
 coremark insurance services inc.

At least two clients of Jensen survived  
regulatory audits because of her  
hands-on support. Under her leadership, 
the Sacramento Association of Health  
Underwriters broke a number of records 
and earned the Pacesetter Award and  
Presidential Citation.
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president, owner and employee  
benefit strategist

Suzanne (Suzy) K. 
Johnson
 employee benefit advisors 
of the carolinas llc

executive vice president, health &  
benefits major market leader 

Jenna Klein 
 hub international midwest limited

Johnson has quali�ed for the National As-
sociation of Health Underwriters’ Soaring 
Eagle agency recognition award each year 
since its 2010 inception and helped rede-
sign the eligibility criteria for the group’s 
Leading Producers Roundtable. Her agency 
has excelled by introducing level-funding 
techniques to many mid-market clients.

Klein is responsible for creation and imple-
mentation of best practices, and is integral 
in formulating HUB’s client service model. 
She helped build a new and improved deliv-
erable system, including templates, calen-
dars, best practices, three- to �ve-year client 
strategies and stewardship reports.

senior vice president, employee benefits

PK Kriha 

 marsh & mclennan agency llc

founding partner

Elizabeth         Krystyn 
 baldwin krystyn sherman partners

health & wellbeing manager

Kaleana Markley 

sequoia consulting 

Known as a cultural evangelist at a �rm con-
sistently recognized as a Best Place to Work, 
Krystyn addressed both of those strate-
gic themes at a 2016 HR Tampa conference 
talk. She has also developed metrics to de-
�ne and track objectives and their expected 
outcomes.

Kriha, who has been recognized as a top 
10% performer in a $1 billion organiza-
tion, has quali�ed for the Circle of Cham-
pion award for six consecutive years. She’s 
also involved with WoMN, whose 100-plus 
members help educate women about phi-
lanthropy and provide grants.

Markley is an expert on employee produc-
tivity and retention through next genera-
tion bene�ts strategies, speaking on panels 
and writing for Ariana Hu�ngton’s �rive 
Global. She has sought to improve em-
ployee engagement in corporate wellbeing 
initiatives through a handy mobile app.
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managing principal

Suzanne McGarey 

ascende, a division of epic

McGarey has helped de�ne best practices 
for compliance and has closely monitored 
changes across the healthcare reform land-
scape. Under her leadership, Ascende has 
transitioned from a regional player to a 
thriving business with $5 million in client 
revenue and cross-selling opportunities.

19

senior vice president, benefits  
consulting

Jeanne Nicholson
cbg benefits

With more than 35 years of industry experi-
ence, Nicholson is considered a major rea-
son why her �rm has increased its revenues 
more than 25% annually since she joined six 
years ago. She’s also founder and president 
of a networking group of more than 550 HR 
professionals in her �eld.

president

Karin Re�ger
 principal resource group

Featured on the 2016 list of Most In�uen-
tial Women in Bene�t Advising, Rettger has 
been a leading voice on the importance of 
Health Savings Accounts as a tax-preferred 
savings vehicle. She’s also a contributing au-
thor for a book on innovative bene�t strate-
gies that will soon be published.
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senior vice president, employee benefits

PK Kriha 

 marsh & mclennan agency llc

Kriha, who has been recognized as a top 
10% performer in a $1 billion organiza-
tion, has quali�ed for the Circle of Cham-
pion award for six consecutive years. She’s 
also involved with WoMN, whose 100-plus 
members help educate women about phi-
lanthropy and provide grants.

managing principal

Suzanne McGarey 

ascende, a division of epic

McGarey has helped de�ne best practices 
for compliance and has closely monitored 
changes across the healthcare reform land-
scape. Under her leadership, Ascende has 
transitioned from a regional player to a 
thriving business with $5 million in client 
revenue and cross-selling opportunities.

senior vice president, benefits  
consulting

Jeanne Nicholson
cbg benefits

ceo

Naama O. Pozniak
paz holding inc./dba a+ insurance services

With more than 35 years of industry experi-
ence, Nicholson is considered a major rea-
son why her �rm has increased its revenues 
more than 25% annually since she joined six 
years ago. She’s also founder and president 
of a networking group of more than 550 HR 
professionals in her �eld.

Pozniak is a strong believer in the mind-
body connection as a means of both heal-
ing and reducing healthcare costs. She also 
founded a new yoga studio in her commu-
nity and hosts programs at her home on 
wellness and spiritual living.

vice president 

Patricia Purdy 
 global employer solutions, pacific resources

president

Karin Re�ger
 principal resource group

chief client officer

Michelle Robleto 

 fbmc benefits management inc.

producer

Jamie Sachtjen 

 aht insurance

Featured on the 2016 list of Most In�uen-
tial Women in Bene�t Advising, Rettger has 
been a leading voice on the importance of 
Health Savings Accounts as a tax-preferred 
savings vehicle. She’s also a contributing au-
thor for a book on innovative bene�t strate-
gies that will soon be published.

When it comes to disability insurance and 
absence management consulting services, 
Purdy is an expert at devising best practices. 
As the only female on her �rm’s senior lead-
ership team, she’s widely recognized as an 
in�uential thought leader among her peers.

Robleto has helped shape a client-focused 
culture by de�ning exceptional customer 
service and developing tangible metrics. 
In 2016 she established a dashboard chart 
to capture key enrollment information that 
could be shared with all employees on a 
weekly basis throughout the season. 

As the �rst account executive and only fe-
male team member of the Chicago loca-
tion, as well as one of just 11 female produc-
ers for the entire �rm, Sachtjen has carved a 
niche with architectural �rms. In her spare 
time, she runs a nonpro�t dedicated to cur-
ing lung cancer.  
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president

Debbie Schultz
 totem solutions

Schultz is a member of the Women’s Busi-
ness Enterprise National Council and has 
supported Opportunity International, 
which helps women in business and seeks 
to reduce global poverty. She’s also a co-
author of �e Ridiculously Simple Guide to 
Health Insurance. 

president

Dawn Sheue
 summit insurance services

Sheue is a pioneer in incorporating en-
hanced voluntary bene�ts into level-funded 
medical plans. Recognized annually as 
one of the top bene�t advisers in the Rocky 
Mountain area, she recently was named to 
the Advisory Board of the Workplace Bene-
�ts Association.
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26
managing director & general counsel 

Katy (Catherine) 
Stowers 
 firstperson

financial advisor

Julie Veltus
 veltus financial services llc

Under Stowers’ leadership, an internal Op-
erations Task Force meets biweekly on ways 
to improve the company, including better 
support during the open-enrollment sea-
son. She oversees her �rm’s 29 largest ac-
counts and plays a critical role in the suc-
cess of an $11 million company. 

Veltus embraces a holistic approach to tech-
nology. She also intimately knows the im-
portance of income-protection products as 
the mother of a disabled adult son, and is a 
powerful advocate for such solutions. 
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president 

Liz Smith 
 assurance

Under Smith’s leadership, the �rm’s em-
ployee bene�ts department has grown 600% 
in the past decade, including 23% growth 
last year. She also has groomed half a dozen 
women for leadership positions through 
mentorships. 
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RETHINKING TOTAL  
COMPENSATION
Akamai, Rackspace, Southwest, Vivint and other 
corporate innovators are focusing on ‘quality of 
life’ perks to attract and retain top talent.

n today’s war for talent, the 
number on the paycheck is just 
one of many aspects prospective 
employees consider when decid-
ing where to work. Millennials 

are largely driving this shift, as they look for 
work/life balance and a socially conscious 
corporate culture.

Leading innovators, including Aka-
mai, Rackspace, Southwest Airlines and 
Vivint, are focusing on “quality of life” perks 
and other bene�ts that our grandfathers 
wouldn’t have dreamed of — or thought 
possible. �ey include daycare assistance, 
adoption and fertility funding, onsite medi-
cal scans, ID-theft services and enhanced 
options for working remotely.

“Bene�ts, or what we refer to as Work-
Perks at Southwest, are a big driver when it 
comes to attracting, retaining and engaging 
[employees],” says Julie Weber, VP of peo-
ple at Southwest Airlines. She adds that the 
company “doesn’t just focus on traditional 
bene�ts like wellness, healthcare and retire-
ment.” For the airline, that means a positive 
work culture, career development and gen-
erous travel privileges. 

Sarah Sardella, senior director of 
global bene�ts for Akamai Technologies, a 
digital content delivery company based in 

BY RANDY BARRETT

I Cambridge, Mass., has come to the same 
conclusion. She says many companies 
focus on health insurance, which is impor-
tant, but it doesn’t have to be in the gold-
plated category to attract talent. 

“If we’re going to spend more 
money, I can take that and spend it on 
enhanced caregiver bene�ts,” Sardella 
says. “�ose tend to be something em-
ployees respond to.”

Bene�ts aren’t make or break when it 
comes to hiring, but they are a key nego-
tiating point, says Sharon Noneman, di-
rector of global bene�ts and wellness for 
Rackspace, a cloud services technology 
company in Windcrest, Texas. “�ey are 
the ancillary things that push them over 
the edge: massage on site, free onsite gym, 
paid family leave,” she explains.

�e key is getting the o�erings right. 
Increasingly, that means exceptionally 
strong family-oriented bene�ts. While baby 
boomers focused on good traditional bene-
�ts, millennials are more interested in qual-
ity of life.

“I do think we see more of a desire for 
�exibility,” Weber says. 

American Express recently expanded 
its parental leave policy and now o�ers its 
U.S.-based full-time and part-time employ-

ees 20 weeks of paid time o�. And it o�ers 
the same bene�t to both men and women. 

“We believe longer parental leave has a 
far-reaching positive impact on the mental 
and physical health of our employees and 
their families,” says David Kasiarz, senior 
vice president, global rewards and learning.

�e chemical company BASF, based 
in Florham Park, N.J., has followed suit and 
grown its parental leave program — and 
added �ve more days of medical leave. 
“We give people time to unplug and re-
ally be there with their families,” says Mol-
lie O’Brien, the company’s director of total 
rewards.

�e home technology company Vivint, 
based in Provo, Utah, supplies 12 weeks of 
paid maternity time to its workers. “It gives 
people an opportunity to bond with their 
child and recover from having a baby or 
going through the hoops of adoption,” says 
Starr Fowler, senior vice president of HR. 
“�ey can come back and they don’t need 
to worry — we’re taking care of them.”

Akamai o�ers birth mothers paid leave 
for up to 18 weeks — eight weeks through 
the company’s short-term disability insur-
ance and 10 weeks of paid family leave pro-
vided by Akamai. New fathers and adop-
tive and/or non-delivery parents receive 10 

028_EBA0717   28 6/23/2017   2:26:00 PM



28   Employee Benefit Adviser  |  July 2017 July 2017  |  employeebenefitadviser.com   29

RETHINKING TOTAL  
COMPENSATION

ees 20 weeks of paid time o�. And it o�ers 
the same bene�t to both men and women. 

“We believe longer parental leave has a 
far-reaching positive impact on the mental 
and physical health of our employees and 
their families,” says David Kasiarz, senior 
vice president, global rewards and learning.

�e chemical company BASF, based 
in Florham Park, N.J., has followed suit and 
grown its parental leave program — and 
added �ve more days of medical leave. 
“We give people time to unplug and re-
ally be there with their families,” says Mol-
lie O’Brien, the company’s director of total 
rewards.

�e home technology company Vivint, 
based in Provo, Utah, supplies 12 weeks of 
paid maternity time to its workers. “It gives 
people an opportunity to bond with their 
child and recover from having a baby or 
going through the hoops of adoption,” says 
Starr Fowler, senior vice president of HR. 
“�ey can come back and they don’t need 
to worry — we’re taking care of them.”

Akamai o�ers birth mothers paid leave 
for up to 18 weeks — eight weeks through 
the company’s short-term disability insur-
ance and 10 weeks of paid family leave pro-
vided by Akamai. New fathers and adop-
tive and/or non-delivery parents receive 10 

029_EBA0717   29 6/23/2017   2:26:02 PM



30   Employee Benefit Adviser  |  July 2017 July 2017  |  employeebenefitadviser.com   31

weeks of paid leave.
�e company also goes a step fur-

ther and provides up to $5,000 to help with 
adoption expenses. 

Fertility coverage is becoming more 
common as well. BASF o�ers up to $10,000 
to cover IVF treatments. Akamai also pro-
vides infertility coverage in its health plans, 
as does American Express. 

Destination employers also have 
begun to recognize the importance of sup-
plying support for daycare and eldercare. 
Many employees live in the sandwich gen-
eration and are in need of both. American 
Express o�ers enhanced eldercare support 
that helps employees �nd the right situation 
for their loved ones.

“�e program provides 24/7 access to 
con�dential help, including assistance in 
�nding long-term care solutions such as as-
sisted living facilities and nursing homes,” 
Kasiarz says. �e company has a deal with 
the provider Bright Horizons and gives its 
U.S. employees up to 20 days of subsidized 
care per year.

Rackspace and Akamai also o�er 
supplemental eldercare as well as child 
daycare. �e bene�ts are designed as a 
stop-gap when babysitting situations fall 
through. Akamai employees can get the 
help for just $6 an hour. BASF o�ers 80 
hours a year of backup childcare and also 
provides nursing rooms on site.

Work/life balance
�e pampered millennial is a cliché, but 
as always there’s some truth to the gen-
eralization. One issue smart companies 
are paying close attention to is work/life 
balance. Boomers were trained to show up, 
toil at their desk and stay, if required, until 
the job was done. Millennials see work as 
more �uid and not speci�cally tied to the 
workplace. 

“Millennials say, ‘What’s the big deal? 
I have email on my phone,’” states Sardella, 

who was working at home and taking care of 
her child when interviewed by EBA. “We’re 
out of the recession and it’s starting to get 
harder to �nd good talent again. What do 
you want that work experience to look like?” 
Sardella says Akamai strives to o�er bene-
�ts that complement work and family life so 
employees can “manage that blur between 
being at work and being at home.”

�e company o�ers a liberal telework 
program called Akamai Anywhere that al-
lows workers to apply to do their jobs en-
tirely o�-site. Sardella recently had a valued 
employee in tears in her o�ce because of 
a pending move to upstate New York. �e 
worker thought resigning her position was 
inevitable until Sardella solved the problem. 

“She’s now working at her house in 
Syracuse,” Sardella explains. “It works �ne, 
and she loves it. It’s part of who we are.”

American Express o�ers a Work Life 
Program to help employees manage the bal-
ancing act. “We not only want to help our 
employees and their families make their ful-
�lling experiences happen, but we want to 
give them back some time in their day,” Ka-
siarz says. �at includes the improved pa-
rental leave policy, but also a new personal 
assistant service to help employees with a 
range of to-dos, like �nding a�ordable pet 
or childcare, sourcing home repairs, plan-
ning a move and even party planning.

HR experts agree that millennials also 
want �exibility when it comes to time o�. 
More organizations are moving way from 
the “Sir, may I” tradition of tightly controlled 
vacations and the associated stress and anx-
iety. Tech companies have clearly led the 
pack, but the trend toward open vacation 
policies is slowly gaining ground. 

Vivint has done it for some time. 

“We’ve done away with tracking vacation 
and time o�,” Fowler says. “We recognize 
not everyone manages to an annual calen-
dar. We trust they’ll get the job done.” �at 
leaves it up to workers and managers to ne-
gotiate the right balance. 

Akamai hasn’t required a formal cap 
on vacation for a decade. While the policy 
sounds great on paper, Sardella concedes 
managing it is “really tricky in a lot of real, 
tactical ways.”

It requires managers to set measur-
able goals and objectives and stay on top 
of them, she says. “We ended up launch-
ing a training program where part of it dealt 
with how to use discretion, be consistent 
and be fair.”

�e other challenge would seem less 
apparent: Without a traditional vacation 
policy with use-it-or-lose-it rules, some em-
ployees take less time o� and are at risk for 
burnout.

“Some employees think it’s great, and 
others think it’s a ploy to not let them take as 
much time away from work,” Sardella says.

�e policy clearly isn’t for every in-
dustry. BASF hews to traditional vacations, 
given the nature of its business, O’Brien 
says. “Half our population at BASF is in 
chemical plants. �ey are production work-
ers that have very technical roles.” If John 
doesn’t show up for work, somebody on his 
team has to cover his shift.

Wellness
As insurance premiums continue to rise, 
destination companies are pushing well-
ness as a key bene�t to encourage employ-
ees to lead healthier lifestyles. Southwest 
o�ers its own internal rewards program 
that supplies up to $500 in cash for getting 

enough sleep and exercise. �e company 
also provides biometric screenings (blood-
work, etc.) and even brings mammography 
trucks to the workplace. 

American Express has gone wide and 
deep on wellness. “Our goal is to build a cul-
ture of health through our leadership, poli-
cies and work environment,” Kasiarz says. 
“Better health for our employees and their 
families is good for them and it’s good for 
us.” �e company operates 22 Healthy Liv-
ing Wellness Centers in its worksites across 
the world. 

In 2013, American Express began tar-
geting mental health. “We know that one 
in four people around the world will be af-
fected by mental or neurological disor-
ders at some point in their lives,” Kasiarz 
says. “We also know that the trajectory of 
mental illness is far better when addressed 
early on.”

�e company provides counseling 
24/7 via telephone, and employees can also 
work with a mental health professional on 
site or near work. �e service is free and 
con�dential. 

Vivint has an onsite health clinic that 
is also available to family members. It costs 
just $30 a visit. 

�e concept of wellness is now being 
applied to the �nancial health of employ-
ees. American Express o�ers an extensive 
package of services called Smart Savings 
that includes a personal �nance coach. “We 
also o�er various discounted insurance op-
tions so employees can protect what mat-
ters to them at a lower cost, and [it’s] hassle-
free through automatic payroll deductions,” 
Kasiarz says. 

Southwest also o�ers one-on-one �-
nancial counseling, as does Akamai. 

Millennials like to have options, which 
is leading destination employers to o�er 
more customization and personalization, 
says Bill Ziebell, CEO of Gallagher Bene-
�t Services. Voluntary bene�ts are gaining 

“If we’re going to spend more money, I can take that 
and spend it on enhanced caregiver benefits. Those 
tend to be something employees respond to.”
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“We’ve done away with tracking vacation 
and time o�,” Fowler says. “We recognize 
not everyone manages to an annual calen-
dar. We trust they’ll get the job done.” �at 
leaves it up to workers and managers to ne-
gotiate the right balance. 

Akamai hasn’t required a formal cap 
on vacation for a decade. While the policy 
sounds great on paper, Sardella concedes 
managing it is “really tricky in a lot of real, 
tactical ways.”

It requires managers to set measur-
able goals and objectives and stay on top 
of them, she says. “We ended up launch-
ing a training program where part of it dealt 
with how to use discretion, be consistent 
and be fair.”

�e other challenge would seem less 
apparent: Without a traditional vacation 
policy with use-it-or-lose-it rules, some em-
ployees take less time o� and are at risk for 
burnout.

“Some employees think it’s great, and 
others think it’s a ploy to not let them take as 
much time away from work,” Sardella says.

�e policy clearly isn’t for every in-
dustry. BASF hews to traditional vacations, 
given the nature of its business, O’Brien 
says. “Half our population at BASF is in 
chemical plants. �ey are production work-
ers that have very technical roles.” If John 
doesn’t show up for work, somebody on his 
team has to cover his shift.

Wellness
As insurance premiums continue to rise, 
destination companies are pushing well-
ness as a key bene�t to encourage employ-
ees to lead healthier lifestyles. Southwest 
o�ers its own internal rewards program 
that supplies up to $500 in cash for getting 

enough sleep and exercise. �e company 
also provides biometric screenings (blood-
work, etc.) and even brings mammography 
trucks to the workplace. 

American Express has gone wide and 
deep on wellness. “Our goal is to build a cul-
ture of health through our leadership, poli-
cies and work environment,” Kasiarz says. 
“Better health for our employees and their 
families is good for them and it’s good for 
us.” �e company operates 22 Healthy Liv-
ing Wellness Centers in its worksites across 
the world. 

In 2013, American Express began tar-
geting mental health. “We know that one 
in four people around the world will be af-
fected by mental or neurological disor-
ders at some point in their lives,” Kasiarz 
says. “We also know that the trajectory of 
mental illness is far better when addressed 
early on.”

�e company provides counseling 
24/7 via telephone, and employees can also 
work with a mental health professional on 
site or near work. �e service is free and 
con�dential. 

Vivint has an onsite health clinic that 
is also available to family members. It costs 
just $30 a visit. 

�e concept of wellness is now being 
applied to the �nancial health of employ-
ees. American Express o�ers an extensive 
package of services called Smart Savings 
that includes a personal �nance coach. “We 
also o�er various discounted insurance op-
tions so employees can protect what mat-
ters to them at a lower cost, and [it’s] hassle-
free through automatic payroll deductions,” 
Kasiarz says. 

Southwest also o�ers one-on-one �-
nancial counseling, as does Akamai. 

Millennials like to have options, which 
is leading destination employers to o�er 
more customization and personalization, 
says Bill Ziebell, CEO of Gallagher Bene-
�t Services. Voluntary bene�ts are gaining 

popularity by giving employees access to 
discounted services from legal assistance 
to auto and home insurance, and from 
pet insurance to identity-theft protection. 
Many companies are also making avail-
able critical-injury insurance for younger 
employees con�dent in their physical 
invincibility.  

“Millennials know they need insur-
ance, but don’t want the expensive plan,” 
Ziebell says. “�ey would rather have more 
days o�.”

BASF o�ers a full complement of 
voluntary bene�ts, as does Akamai, but 

Sardella warns that managing them isn’t as 
simple as just signing a deal with a third-
party vendor. “You really have to hone the 
bene�t if you’re going to get serious inter-
est — it’s actually more complicated than it 
should be,” she says.

�e average student debt in America 
currently stands at $30,100 per college grad-
uate, according to the Institute for College 
Access and Success. More companies rec-
ognize the crushing burden and are o�ering 
tuition reimbursement to lure the best pros-
pects. Last year, Southwest began providing 
$2,500 to undergrads and $5,000 for grad-
uate and professional certi�cation train-
ing. Akamai o�ers $7,500 per year, as does 
American Express.

Millennials don’t like feeling they’re 
just punching a time card at Acme Day Job. 
�ey want to work for companies that have 
a heart. “�ey seem to be more idealis-
tic and socially conscious and more group 
oriented,” says Trevis Parson, chief actu-
ary for health and bene�ts for Willis Tow-
ers Watson. 

A culture of corporate volunteerism is 
central to destination employers. For every 
40 hours of volunteer time put in by an em-
ployee, Southwest provides a round-trip 
ticket to the non-pro�t organization being 
helped. �rough its Vivint Gives Back pro-
gram, the company encourages workers to 
help build sensory rooms for autistic kids 
and schools in Peru and Mexico, among 
other projects. More than half of Vivint’s 
employees participate. 

Rackspace o�ers each employee 24 
hours of time o� per year for volunteer 
work. 

Blab about it
�e best bene�t plan in the world doesn’t 
mean much if workers are in the dark. 

“In many companies, employees don’t 
know all the bene�ts they have,” says BASF’s 
O’Brien. “I don’t think people spend a lot of 
time thinking about it.” So her shop has built 
a brand around communicating its o�erings 
called You At BASF. 

Noneman at Rackspace is keenly aware 
that millennials are digital beings. She hired 
a company called Jellyvision to create inter-
active software to make onboarding easier. 
“We need to really leverage tech and think 
about how we’re communicating a variety 
of complicated bene�t issues,” she says. 

If in doubt about what worker perks 
might be best, ask the people who know: 
employees. American Express holds ben-
e�t focus groups and taps employee net-
works.  As Kasiarz points out: “It’s because 
our employees are helping us to shape our 
bene�ts, and we’re continually involving 
them, that we don’t run into initiatives fall-
ing �at.” EBA

“If we’re going to spend more money, I can take that 
and spend it on enhanced caregiver benefits. Those 
tend to be something employees respond to.”

“Some employees think unlimited vacation is great, 
and others think it’s a ploy to not let them take as 
much time away from work.”
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AS EMPLOYERS START TO SEE employees struggle with paying 
bills and saving for retirement, �nancial wellbeing programs have 
sprouted up across American businesses. Rob Austin, director of 
retirement research at Aon Hewitt, has spent nearly two decades 
working with employers to improve the retirement outcomes of 
their workers. An enrolled actuary by trade, Austin says he has “a 
passion for analyzing data.” As a member of the ERISA Industry 
Committee, he works with large employers to advocate for and 
shape legislation and regulations on key employee bene�t issues. 
He spoke with Employee Bene�t Adviser about his recent work, 
which focuses on �nancial wellbeing and behavioral �nance.

Why has �nancial wellness become such a hot topic for 
employers?

Rob Austin: Back during the �nancial crisis, companies 
were just trying to keep their lights on. Although things are much 
better today, employers still want to get the most bang for their 
bene�t buck. �ey’re saying, “Let’s try to �nd out ways that we 
can really help employees out.” And here’s where I think �nan-
cial wellness comes in. �ings like helping them to improve their 
budgeting, establish a little emergency savings, and make better 
use of their 401(k) plan, including cutting back on plan loans.

But what is it about �nancial wellness in particular? �ere are 
other “bang-for-your-buck” bene�ts employers can o�er.

Austin: What we saw from our latest “Hot Topics” survey is 

Financial wellness 
push is promoting 
the health of 401(k)s 
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BY RICHARD STOLZ

that most employers are doing this 
because they think it’s the right thing 
to do. �e second most common an-
swer is that they are doing it to help 
increase employee engagement. �e 
theory behind this is people who are 
less stressed �nancially are going to 
be able to be more dedicated in their 
work, and they are going to become 
better workers. If you have someone 
who is constantly worried about their 
�nances, those people probably are 
not the employees most committed to 
the organization.

How can employers determine the 
extent to which their employees 
need this kind of support, at least 
from the employees’ point of view? 
Is it measurable?

Austin: Absolutely. We can set up 
a system in which when plan partici-
pants try to check their 401(k) balance, 
they take a quick survey that asks 
them a couple of �nancial questions. 
�e results can give the employer a 
high-level look at whether people 
are really struggling with the basics, 

LACKING LITERACY
Retirement-age Americans are lacking retirement income literacy, according to 
new research from the American College of Financial Services. The vast majority 
of employees failed a retirement quiz, which included questions on paying for 
long-term care expenses, investment considerations, strategies for sustaining 
income throughout retirement and life expectancy. Here’s how they scored:

Source: The American College of Financial Services

A (91%-100% correct):

B (81%-90% correct):

C (71%-80% correct): 

D (61%-70% correct):

F (60% or less correct): 74%

13%

8%

5%

 Less than 1%
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bene�t buck. �ey’re saying, “Let’s try to �nd out ways that we 
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cial wellness comes in. �ings like helping them to improve their 
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that most employers are doing this 
because they think it’s the right thing 
to do. �e second most common an-
swer is that they are doing it to help 
increase employee engagement. �e 
theory behind this is people who are 
less stressed �nancially are going to 
be able to be more dedicated in their 
work, and they are going to become 
better workers. If you have someone 
who is constantly worried about their 
�nances, those people probably are 
not the employees most committed to 
the organization.

How can employers determine the 
extent to which their employees 
need this kind of support, at least 
from the employees’ point of view? 
Is it measurable?

Austin: Absolutely. We can set up 
a system in which when plan partici-
pants try to check their 401(k) balance, 
they take a quick survey that asks 
them a couple of �nancial questions. 
�e results can give the employer a 
high-level look at whether people 
are really struggling with the basics, 

like budgeting, or maybe looking for 
something more, like estate planning.

Do you see a lot of variations in the 
responses?

Austin: Yes. It varies by industry, 
and also how well people are paid. We 
happen to have a few very large retail 
organizations as clients, and there you 
�nd people are a little bit lower on the 
�nancial wellbeing scale. We also have 
large �nancial institutions where peo-
ple tend to have a little bit more �nan-
cial acumen.

If employers learn from this pro-
cess that some employees are strug-
gling �nancially not because they’re 
�nancially illiterate, but simply be-
cause they aren’t paid very much, do 
they consider changes in their com-
pensation philosophy?

Austin: Yes, that can happen. 
But the general idea is, we can teach 
somebody to �sh or we can give them 
�sh, and it’s better to have somebody 
learn how to deal with their money 
than just to give them more money. ■

FINANCIAL WELLNESS programs are cement-
ing their place in workplace bene�t plans, but 
challenges remain for employers in de�ning 
what �nancial wellbeing means.

While financial wellness programs have not 
reached the level of penetration seen with other 
long-standing benefit offerings, 52% of employ-
ers said they have implemented, or are consider-
ing implementing, a wellness program, accord-
ing to a new survey from Charles Schwab.

Further, 44% believe that a financial well-
ness program is becoming a “must-have” bene-
fit for them to be competitive, the report says.

“Financial wellness is very personal for 
each employee, and employers need to be 
mindful of that when implementing a new pro-
gram,” says Nate Bidner, managing director of 
Schwab Workplace Financial Solutions.

Generally, employers are defining finan-
cial wellness for employees as better financial 
outcomes and a reduction in financial stress as 
a result of employees taking ownership of their 
financial wellbeing, Charles Schwab says.

According to the survey, most employers 
believe a high-quality wellness program should:

• Offer broad guidance on personal finan-
cial management principles, including goals-
based planning, savings fundamentals, debt 
management and asset allocation;

• Provide an online content portal for ac-
cess to education and assessment tools;

• Fully integrate with existing benefit and 
compensation packages; and,

• Demonstrate a measurable impact on re-
tirement plan usage and retirement readiness. ■

FINANCIAL WELLNESS

LACKING LITERACY
Retirement-age Americans are lacking retirement income literacy, according to 
new research from the American College of Financial Services. The vast majority 
of employees failed a retirement quiz, which included questions on paying for 
long-term care expenses, investment considerations, strategies for sustaining 
income throughout retirement and life expectancy. Here’s how they scored:

Source: The American College of Financial Services

A (91%-100% correct):

B (81%-90% correct):

C (71%-80% correct): 

D (61%-70% correct):

F (60% or less correct): 74%

13%

8%

5%

 Less than 1%
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HAVING GREAT BENEFITS isn’t just 
about having a good healthcare program 
or 401(k) plan anymore, says Ellen Exum, 
vice president of global health and well-
ness strategy at IBM. It means tackling 
�nancial stress as well.

 IBM hired Welltok, a software-as-a-
service provider that helps companies pro-
vide multi-channel engagement services, 
resources, rewards and predictive analyt-
ics for various health and financial well-
ness benefits. 

Many companies think of financial 
wellbeing as having a 401(k), investment 
opportunities or stock purchase programs. 
IBM offers all of those benefits. 

“It’s not about how much you have in 
your bank account but helping you under-
stand how much you have, how much you 
need and how to get from point A to point 
B,” Exum says. “It also helps support you in 
what you are going to spend it on and how 
frequently you will spend it.”

Employees are eligible to participate 
in the IBM 401(k) Plus Plan on the date they 
are hired. They are automatically enrolled 
at 5% of their pre-tax eligible earnings about 
one month after receiving their enrollment 
package if no action is taken. 

After one year of service, the company 
will contribute 1% to each employee’s pre-
tax account regardless of savings pattern 
and match 100% of the first 5% of the em-
ployee’s pre-tax or Roth contributions.

 The company also has its IBM Money 
Smart program, which offers financial edu-
cation and planning to help employees with 
financial decision-making on a range of is-
sues, including retirement and estate plan-
ning, debt management, college savings, tax 
and investment strategies and other topics. 
It is offered at no cost to all IBM U.S. regu-
lar employees, and is provided through The 
Ayco Company LP, a Goldman Sachs Com-
pany, and Fidelity Investments.

 The Welltok system allows employees 
to give a thumbs-up or thumbs-down on 
any content provided. Employees can give 
real-time feedback on any of the benefit 
programs that IBM offers. In response, IBM 
holds meetings multiple times a year to un-
derstand that feedback and adjust its pro-
grams accordingly, Exum says.

 It is all about understanding your pop-
ulation and being able to predict what their 
future needs will be, she adds, while man-
aging current needs and making sure you 
are constantly reevaluating them. ■

CASE STUDY

IBM merges retirement 
and financial planning

Healthcare 
hurting 401(k)
contributions 

HEALTHY RETIREMENT

RISING HEALTHCARE costs have had a 
dramatic impact on the ability of work-
ers to save for retirement and other fi-
nancial goals. The latest Bank of Amer-
ica Merrill Lynch Workplace Benefits Re-
port finds that of the workers who have 
experienced rising healthcare costs, 
more than half say they are contribut-
ing less to their financial goals as a re-
sult, including more than six in 10 who 
say they are saving less for retirement.

Financial stress is also playing a 
big role in employee physical health, 
with nearly six in 10 employees saying 
it has had a negative impact on their 
physical well-being. 

Because of these dire statistics, 
more employees are looking to their 
employer to help them with finan-
cial challenges. Online tools, educa-
tional content, professional seminars 
in the workplace and personal consul-
tations can be especially e�ective of-
ferings, says Sylvie Feast, director of 
financial guidance services for Bank 
of America Merrill Lynch, adding that 
those options can help employees get 
more comfortable talking about their 
finances at work and at home with 
their family. 

“People are pretty private about 
their finances,” Feast says. “I think 
there’s this access the employer needs 
to provide, but there also needs to be 
an arm’s-length distance so it is not the 
employer delivering it.”

Retirement savings is the area 
most workers want help with, accord-
ing to Bank of America Merrill Lynch’s 
survey. More than half of baby boomers 
(54%), 53% of Generation X and 43% 
of millennials say they need help, with 
50% of all respondents ranking it as 
their No. 1 financial issue. ■

BY PAULA AVEN GLADYCH

BY PAULA AVEN GLADYCH
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Making wearables work 
As the gadgets become more popular, employers 
should incorporate them into wellness programs.
BY BRUCE SHUTAN

A
merica’s obsession with gadgets 
continues to make its way into 
the workplace wellness arena, 
but whether wearable technol-
ogy actually improves health 

outcomes and saves employers money in 
the long run is still a matter of debate. Some 
skeptics even dismiss the technology as a 
waste of money.

�ere’s a lot employers should con-
sider when looking to integrate wearables 
into their wellness programs.

Strong consumer demand is driving 
workplaces to incorporate the latest gadgets 
into their wellness programs, says Spring-
buk co-founder Phil Daniels. His company 
— an Indianapolis health analytics �rm that 
serves mid- to large-size employers — re-
cently released the Employer Guide to Wear-
ables 2.0, a three-part study that reviews key 
preferences, features and implementation 

�rm BP, which started incorporating wear-
ables in 2013. Today, more than 75% of eli-
gible participants enroll in the company’s 
annual “Million Step Challenge,” and 79% 
reach their goal.

BP has modi�ed the program over the 
years to add goals beyond one million steps, 
as well as smaller goals for less active par-
ticipants who are unable to achieve the mil-
lion-step goal. As a result, the program has 
been consistently popular with participants, 
HERO says.

Despite such successes, the HERO re-
port makes clear, wearables are most e�ec-
tive when employers understand their role 
in a larger wellness initiative.

“We see a lot of promise in the use of 
wearables as a component of a comprehen-
sive workplace wellness program,” says Jes-
sica Grossmeier, vice president of research 
for HERO. “Early research supports that a 
device, on its own, will not change health 
behaviors over the long term.”

Dave Hoinville, director of business 
development at myInertia, a health consul-
tant, agrees, noting that other critical com-
ponents must be incorporated into a well-
ness program for it to sustain success. �ese 
include everything from �nancial incentives 
and a culture of health to social connections 
and great customer service.

Is the price right?
�ere are many considerations for em-
ployers to review when shopping for the 
right wellness tools. �e starting point is 
usually price, which Daniels says can range 
anywhere from about $30 or $40 to several 
hundred dollars per device. “�e math adds 
up quickly if you’re spending that kind of 
money on 1,000 employees,” he notes. EBA

considerations of employers for wearables 
in corporate wellness programs.

�e study found that more and more 
employers are turning to the incorpora-
tion of wearable technology in wellness pro-
grams for employees. Use of such devices is 
up 10% from 2015 �ndings, with 35% of em-
ployers now using wearables in their work-
place wellness programs, Springbuk found. 
Meanwhile, nearly half of employers say 
they’re considering purchasing such devices 
over the next 12 months. At least one in six 
U.S. consumers use wearables in the form of 
either a smartwatch or a �tness band.

And for some employers, wearables 
are having a positive impact on both em-
ployees’ health and their own costs.

A recent Wearables in Wellness Case 
Study Report from the nonpro�t Health En-
hancement Research Organization (HERO) 
spotlighted companies like global energy 

35% 
OF EMPLOYERS USE 

WEARABLES IN THEIR 
WORKPLACE WELL-
NESS PROGRAMS.   

— SPRINGBUK
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Life insurance’s comeback
Business is on the rise in the small-group market 
as a drive for �nancial wellness sheds new light.
BY BRIAN M. KALISH

L
ife insurance o�ered through 
the workplace is becoming a 
must-have bene�t, especially 
with small groups, as business 
owners are thinking about ben-

e�ts beyond traditional core o�erings that 
will make their plans more attractive.

Life insurance was previously a tough 
sale. More than half of Americans (56%) indi-
cated in a 2016 LIMRA study they had no plan 
to purchase life insurance that year, while just 
25% said it was likely they would do so.

But now, more than half (57%) of em-
ployees at companies of all sizes believe 
life insurance is a must-have bene�t, rank-
ing seventh on the list in MetLife’s 2017 Em-
ployee Bene�ts Trends report, behind health 
insurance, prescription drug coverage, a re-
tirement plan, auto insurance, dental insur-
ance and home insurance, respectively. 

OneAmerica, an Indianapolis-based 

“Life insurance plays into a key part of �-
nancial wellness.”

An adviser’s role
Advisers need to be leading the conversation 
about life insurance as a part of �nancial 
wellness, explains Quincy Branch, president 
and CEO of Las Vegas-based brokerage 
Branch Bene�ts Consultants.

His �rm has “always tried to advocate 
for [voluntary] bene�t o�erings and making 
bene�t plans a little more attractive,” he says. 
Now, he says, business owners are more re-
sponsive and open to that conversation.

“At the end of day, we don’t want out 
interactions to be transactional,” he adds. 
“Our clients deal with taking orders all day, 
and insurance is a moving piece of their 
business operations. We can show them 
how to use insurance to attract better talent 
and engage employee morale.”

Buczek also believes it falls on an ad-
viser to understand client needs of focusing 
on the entire �nancial picture of employees 
and help educate the employee population 
on the need for life insurance.

“�e �rst step is to work with an em-
ployer to understand the bene�ts o�ered 
— what type of income, what type of access 
and, ultimately, designing a plan that makes 
sense for that group of employees,” she says.

Branch says life will only continue to 
grow as more and more advisers make it 
part of the conversation.

“�ere is so much confusion with what 
is going on,” in regards to healthcare reform 
proposals, he adds. “It is a good thing be-
cause it makes employees think about their 
insurance package and look at all the op-
tions. Group life and [voluntary] are �nally 
getting some love.” EBA

insurer, is seeing an uptick in smaller em-
ployers o�ering life insurance, says Steven 
Lynch, the company’s VP of national sales 
and services. Since the company is privately 
held, it has not released detailed numbers. 
But in very small groups (under 10 lives), 
Lynch says it is a “substantial increase.”

�e reason for the increase is chang-
ing selling tactics, such as more emphasis 
on bene�t counseling, and increased atten-
tion to �nancial wellness and how life insur-
ance plays into an employee’s �nancial se-
curity. “Some of the recent trends are toward 
consultative selling and emphasis on tying 
the needs of life insurance into the �nancial 
picture for employees,” says Judy Buczek, di-
rector of group products, life and disability at 
Guardian Life, who reports a slight uptick in 
sales across all employer sizes, as well.

“�e emphasis is more on �nancial 
education at the workplace,” Buczek adds. 

57% 
OF EMPLOYES CALL 
LIFE INSURANCE ‘A 

MUST-HAVE BENEFIT.’  
— METLIFE
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– Research and plan for healthcare expenses
– Estimate out-of-pocket costs
– Compare price differences among providers, facilities and regions
– Search for and compare providers with quality information and patient reviews
– Improve health literacy and interactions with providers

Email us at payersolutions@truvenhealth.com for more information.
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Drive to ‘Uberize’ benefits
Better employee utilization and communication 
will come from a balance of multiple products.
BY CORT OLSEN

T
he role of technology is growing 
exponentially in employee ben-
e�ts, with an array of new plat-
forms eager to partner with ad-
visers every year. For brokers 

and consultants, this brings a mandatory 
need to be consistently knowledgeable 
about the ever-changing technology sur-
rounding bene�ts communication.

At Sun Life Financial’s recent sum-
mit, experts discussed tech trends as well as 
at what point technology could become a 
problem, rather than a solution.

Je� Yaniga, chief revenue o�cer at 
Maestro Health, said technology begins 
with big data, and that data needs to be 
“people friendly. All that data that exists in 
claims can inform decisions.” For example, 
Uber’s data informs other industries of the 
most popular locations and common tra�c 
patterns used, he added.

New types of data
Even so, in carrying on the Uber compar-
ison, Scott Millson, principal at Millson-
James, an HR technology and administra-
tion consulting �rm, said there is a big dif-
ference between a ride sharing app and the 
bene�ts industry. “You’ve got an industry 
in ride sharing, moving people from point 
A to point B, which is relatively straightfor-
ward, and in comparison you have health-
care, not so straightforward,” Millson said.

Millson compared the dynamics of 
healthcare to an aircraft carrier unable to 
make quick course corrections. “In a ride 
sharing industry, things are able to turn on a 
dime and you can have something develop 
overnight that didn’t exist before,” Millson 
said. “It’s a little bit harder to have some-
thing in our industry that will come on the 
scene and take that aircraft carrier and start 
whipping it around… We will begin to see 
disruption in innovation, but it will be a lit-
tle bit slower than some of the consumer-
type apps being produced.”

Je� Goldberg, SVP of research and con-
sulting at insurance technology consulting 
and research �rm Novarica, said advance-
ment in the bene�ts industry will not come 
from one portion of technology such as AI 
or big data, but rather the intermingling of 
multiple forms of technology.

“We are at an intersection of these new 
technologies where the Internet of �ings 
has this ability to gather all types of new 
data that we didn’t have access to before. 
Big data is actually the technology that al-
lows us to consume that data and manipu-
late and visualize it,” Goldberg said. “�en 
you look at AI being the third pillar, allowing 
us to gain new insight from that data in ways 
that we really couldn’t use it before.” EBA

Relating Uber’s experience to making 
use of such seemingly extraneous data such 
as utilizing claims data in the employee 
bene�t landscape, Yaniga said, “If you are 
looking to make an informed decision, if 
you know all of the information about your 
utilization over the last 10 years — and that 
can inform what you’re doing in the next 12 
months — you now have a di�erent experi-
ence altogether.” 

By identifying what bene�ts employ-
ees have enrolled with in previous years, Ya-
niga said the experience of bene�ts can be 
altered by investing less in the programs 
being underutilized and increasing invest-
ment in the more popular bene�ts.

“Data is only people friendly when it is 
actionable,” Yaniga said. “�e value of col-
lecting all of this data over time and putting it 
in a format that is people friendly that can be 
actioned, it’s the next generation of bene�ts.”

IM
AG

E:
 A

D
O

BE
 S

TO
CK

038_EBA0717   38 6/23/2017   2:24:03 PM



Web Seminar

 
HSAS: 
AN OPPORTUNITY 
FOR ACHIEVING 
HEALTH & WEALTH
July 20, 2017 | 2 PM ET / 11 AM PT

You’ve likely heard that Health Savings Accounts (HSAs) are gaining recognition 
as a valuable tool for retirement savings due to their triple tax advantage and 
investment opportunities. While 75% of employers view HSAs as part of a 
successful retirement benefits strategy,1 important metrics show they are not 
fully leveraged as a long-term savings tool. But, an emerging trend gives us hope 
HSAs can play an important role in closing America’s retirement savings gap.

Employers, brokers and financial advisors will learn how they can contribute to 
increased awareness and adoption of HSAs as a key component of a holistic 
retirement strategy, when combined with traditional retirement tools (401k and 
IRA). We’ll break down the phases of HSA account ownership as employees in 
various life stages move from account opening to maximizing HSA investments 
to saving the average $260,000 a couple may need for healthcare expenses in 
retirement,2 and explain your role in 
adding value to this process.

¹  April 24, 2017. Accessed June 1, 2017. https://www.psca.org/survey_HSA_2017.
2  August 16, 2016. Accessed June 1, 2017. https://www.fidelity.com/viewpoints/retirement/retiree-health-costs-rise.

Additionally, This Webinar 
Will Provide Insight Into:

•  The benefits of HSAs for 
accountholders and employers 

•  Debunking common HSA 
myths

•  Environmental and regulatory 
drivers of HSA growth

Register Now!
benefitnews.com/HSAs 

Sponsor Content From Hosted by
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Digital engagement on the rise
Employers increasingly turning to technology resources to 
improve wellness participation
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The need to vet client tech
With an array of digital options, employers lack 
the resources to choose the best for their workers.
BY CORT OLSEN

E
mployers are increasingly look-
ing for personalization from dig-
ital wellness programs for their 
employees, according to Op-
tum’s 8th Annual Wellness in 

the Workplace study. However, choosing 
the right platform to suit the needs of users 
could prove di�cult for an employer to de-
cide alone — making the adviser’s input 
critical to overall success.

“Users expect a personalized set of 
recommendations, modalities, resources 
and feedback based on the data [digi-
tal wellness programs] provide,” says Seth 
Serxner, chief health o�cer at Optum. 
“We’re also seeing increased personaliza-
tion in the digital wellness tools employers 
o�er their employees.”

Behavioral, �nancial and social health 
programs have all seen an increase in use by 
at least 4%, according to Optum’s study, and 

“Certainly as you go upmarket, em-
ployers are very concerned about wellness 
strategies to help contain health costs or im-
prove �nancial wellbeing,” Robb says. “As 
you go downmarket, I don’t see as much of 
that, and that is driven primarily because of 
cost for the technology.”

Robb adds that smaller clients with 
fewer than 100 employees may not have the 
same level of concern with digital wellness 
because cost might appear outside their 
budget, and because small employers lack 
the funds to bring digital wellness into their 
businesses, advisers could be stuck with 
the bill.

“I do believe that as technology contin-
ues to evolve, more employers downmarket 
will �nd ways to leverage to improve well-
ness,” Robb says. “Many times brokers are 
bringing technology to the table as part of 
their value-add or provide solutions that the 
employer is not willing to fund.”

Informed decisions
While small employers may not have the 
budget for some wellness tech, a new report 
from Assurex Global, a commercial insur-
ance, risk management and employee bene�t 
brokerage group in Columbus, Ohio, reveals 
key capabilities and limitations of bene�t 
administration systems, outlining steps for 
making informed purchase decisions.

“�ere’s no question new bene�t ad-
ministration systems can dramatically im-
prove the performance of human resources 
departments,” says John Clark, senior vice 
president at Assurex Global. “Yet, technol-
ogy is evolving; there’s uncertainty over the 
future of healthcare and related bene�ts, 
and the cost of making a mistake in a tech 
investment can be a career breaker.” EBA

because of the rise in demand, Serxner says 
the best way advisers can assist their clients 
is to vet the vendors and software employers 
show interest in using.

“Most employers don’t have the time 
or resources to address one of the biggest 
challenges in wellness technology, which 
is vetting of vendors and software,” Serxner 
says. “Advisers can help by carefully review-
ing data security, privacy, clinical and be-
havioral content to ensure it will �t an em-
ployer’s needs.”

Scott Robb, AVP at Guardian Life, 
agrees with Serxner that advisers should 
aid in the vetting process, not just in the 
category of wellness, but in all aspects of 
bene�t technology. Robb says digital plat-
forms, whether for enrollment, bene�t 
communication or wellness, can di�er sig-
ni�cantly based on employer demographic 
and size.
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SUBSCRIBE TODAY
www.employeebenefitadviser.com

REGISTER TODAY AND ENJOY THESE 
MEMBER BENEFITS:

•  Unlimited access to thousands of searchable,  
archived articles

•  Engaging newsletters, delivered by areas of interest

•  A diverse selection of white papers, web seminars, 
podcasts, and blog discussions

•  Discounts to attend industry conferences and events

•  Your registration good for both Employee Benefit 
Adviser and Employee Benefit News

TO START YOUR SUBSCRIPTION LOG INTO: 
www.employeebenefitadviser.com

Employee Benefit Adviser is the information resource 
for employee bene�t advisers, brokers, agents and 
consultants providing advanced business analytics, client 
intelligence and insights from industry leaders.
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Employers’ readiness lags as open enrollment nears
Many employers report they’re still struggling with fundamental activities

ABOUT THE OPEN ENROLLMENT READINESS BENCHMARK
The Open Enrollment Readiness Benchmark is a composite score (out of 100) of employer readiness for open enrollment activities across the four critical stages of the open enrollment process throughout the year: benefit 
plan design, preparation, process management, and program analysis and updates. The OERB is based on SourceMedia Research’s quantitative survey of more than 400 pre-screened HR and benefit executives and 
decision-makers representing employers with greater than 50 employees from various industry sectors. For more details on the OERB, go to http://www.employeebenefitadviser.com/.

Employers with bene�t start dates in 
the �rst quarter of 2018 feel less pre-
pared for open enrollment than they 

did a month ago, as they struggle to nail 
down core procedures and routines.

�eir overall Open Enrollment Readiness 
Benchmark score — a composite of prog-
ress self-assessments for 26 open enroll-
ment activities — dipped three points from 
39 in April to 36 in May. 

Overall readiness for the �rst-quarter 
group, which accounts for roughly two-
thirds of respondents (the rest have bene�t 
start dates distributed across the second, 
third and fourth quarters), has been low 
since EBA launched the benchmark in 
January. In particular, composite scores 
have been weighed down by persistently 
low marks across a range of red-�ag areas. 
�ese include activities such as employee 

engagement and communications that 
should ideally follow established systems 
and procedures that can be turned to year 
after year, but for which responses show 
that major work remains to be done.

Broadly, the downward drift in readi-
ness points to opportunities for advisers to 
work with employers on bene�t strategic 
planning and to help clients institute more 
orderly processes for core activities. ■

MAY 2017

Sponsored by:

Source: SourceMedia Research, Open Enrollment Readiness Benchmark Survey,  May 2017

EMPLOYERS STARTING BENEFITS IN Q1 2018

PHASE ACTIVITY ACTIVITY SCORE PROGRESS PHASE SCORE

Phase 1 

Benefit Plan
Design

Selecting benefit brokers/advisers 71

58

Selecting health plans 54

Selecting voluntary plans 54

Selecting pharmacy plans 51

Selecting retirement plans 70

Selecting wellness plans 46

Phase 2 

Open Enrollment
Preparation

Enrollment timing 56

30
Planning/designing employee communications 17

Reviewing compliance/eligibility issues 26

Setting goals 26

Documenting processes/procedures 25

Phase 3 

Open Enrollment
Management

Managing meetings with advisers/brokers 41

22

Enrolling employees 16

Answering employee questions 20

Documenting worker feedback 19

Measuring enrollment engagement metrics 17

Boosting enrollment engagements 19

Phase 4 

Open Enrollment
Design Analysis & 

Follow-up

Reviewing enrollment engagement metrics 31

35

Reviewing worker feedback 34

Soliciting additional feedback 28

Reviewing plan design 43

Reviewing communications strategy 37

Tracking benefit usage 40

Reviewing enrollment engagement analytics 30

Reviewing/improving the process 35

Planning year-round employee engagement 36
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Overall Readiness (as of May 2017)   36

OPEN ENROLLMENT 
READINESS BENCHMARK
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We continue to 
enhance our service 

and solution offerings 
for our partners.

kemperbenefi ts.com

The Business
of Better 
Progress is achieved with vision

Kemper Benefi ts has responded to the need 

for enhanced products and service that 

will help you and your clients succeed. 

We offer real solutions for businesses 

large and small. We invest in progress, 

deliver performance and are devoted 

to your success.

It’s time for better.
Choose Kemper Benefi ts.

KEMPER BENEFITS
KB-PR-PA2 (07/17)
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WHO REALLY BENEFITS  
FROM FINANCIAL WELLNESS  
IN THE WORKPLACE?

WE ALL DO.

When more people feel financially secure, the impact is felt 
everywhere. That’s what Prudential calls The Wellness EffectTM.

When workers overcome their financial challenges, they’re more 
engaged and productive – and employers make the most of 
their investment in people.

Prudential’s core strengths in building benefits plans, improving 
retirement outcomes, and growing and protecting investments 
help workers, organizations and advisors unlock the power of 
The Wellness Effect.

Get started at prudential.com/WE

The Prudential Insurance Company of America and its affiliates, Newark, NJ.

Prudential, the Prudential logo, the Rock symbol and Bring Your Challenges are service marks of Prudential Financial, Inc. and its related entities, registered in 
many jurisdictions worldwide. 
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