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Business Health Agenda (BHA) is an annual conference hosted by the National Business Group 
on Health, bringing together leaders in employer-sponsored health care, industry partners and 
innovators for a conversation about the key current health care topics.

From April 10 to April 12, over 500 participants explored whether the U.S. health care industry was 
at a tipping point. Attendees brainstormed about ways to influence change that ensures that this 
transformational period results in a system that is not only sustainable from a cost perspective, but 
also meets the needs of the employees and consumers. 
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Some of the key discussion topics indicated that, indeed, the transformational period is upon us: 

• Demographic and socioeconomic trends are converging. The aging of our population and 
growing income disparities put pressure on the health care system.

• The clinical innovation pipeline is producing more effective treatments but cures often 
come with unprecedented price tags. Drugs for rare conditions are reaching previously 
hard-to-imagine price points.

• Genetic testing and gene therapies are set to transform the treatment of multiple 
conditions, initiating the era of precision medicine. 

• Emerging technology and data science are offering opportunities to engage patients 
earlier in their health care journey.

• Fundamental changes in the health care business models, including consolidation and 
movement to value based arrangements are taking place.

We thank all the attendees for embracing this dialogue.  This document contains the key insights from Business 
Health Agenda conversations.

Are we at a Tipping Point?
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The employer-only day focused on engagement and messaging strategy, including empathy research; high-
touch, multi-channel communications; and framing difficult and sometimes unpopular messages. While 
no one employer has cracked the code to total engagement, many have executed effective strategies for 
capturing their employees’ attention and improving program utilization.
 
Gone are the days where annual enrollment was the single most important time for engaging the workforce. 
Benefits communication has evolved into a multifaceted, multi-touch point process throughout the year that 
has truly adopted a consumer-centric marketing approach.

Your Employee Your Consumer-  
Exploring the Challenge of Engagement

Deploying Marketing Principles in Benefit Program Engagement Strategies

Employer Only Day keynote address highlighted how employers can leverage key marketing principles to reach 
their employees.  David Rook of JP Griffin Group identified the need to:  

1. Identify the target audience;

2. Define the desired action, keeping it as simple as possible;

3. Finalize product design before you “market it” and anticipate questions; 

4. Create a unique selling proposition, by designating clear points of difference that meet the needs of your 
employee. “Consumers don’t buy sameness. They only buy differences.” 

5. Position the “product,” identifying its two most critical attributes while not overpromising; and

6. Craft a brand by taking a creative approach to naming. 

Continued on next page
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The shift in communication strategy demands that communications be simple, concise and personal. 
Personalization is made possible through communications driven by data. However using such strategies 
requires employers to become more knowledgeable about legal and privacy concerns and more adept at 
collaborating with their legal teams about compliance.  

In benchmarking discussions employers shared the following tips for framing 
difficult messages:

• Know your audience;

• Involve leadership and the legal team early on, 

• Communicate early and often to give employees ample time to adapt to the 
change(s); 

• Be clear and direct, making any call(s) to action easily discernible;

• Anticipate employee concerns ahead of time and try to mitigate their fear of the unknown;

• Focus on quality, not cost; and 

• Be transparent about the reason(s) for the plan design change(s). 

KEY INSIGHT

Employers are continually frustrated by the low utilization of their programs and services. During a workshop led 
by Evive, employers discussed how developing innovative solutions together with their vendor partners can help 
meet specific engagement needs. Removing barriers within the vendor ecosystem that prevent employees from 
receiving the information they need when they need it is one of the keys to success. Sharing all relevant data and 
engagement priorities across carriers, advocates and nurses can improve employee engagement experience and 
focus employee attention on the most relevant calls to action. When sharing data among vendors, it is important to 
execute business associate agreements to maintain adherence to HIPAA guidelines. 

Your Employee Your Consumer- Exploring the Challenge of Engagement Cont. 
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In a workshop led by Mercer, employers discussed approaches to understanding their employees’ needs and 
how those consumer insights can translate into experiences that matter.

Mark Ganz, President and Chief Executive Officer of Cambia Health, 
delivered an uplifting keynote address about creating hope and 
humanity in health care.  Ganz highlighted the need to bring the voice 
of the individual into the conversation in order to better meet his/her 
evolving needs.  
 
As we all work toward transforming health care, Ganz recommended 
that we ask ourselves three questions every day: 

1. Do I have hope (that health can be transformed?)

2. Do I believe I can be a catalyst for change? 

3. Am I willing to risk virtually everything to achieve what I believe in?

Deploy Human-Centered Approach 

KEY INSIGHT

Consider conducting focus groups to find out what 
your employees truly want. The key is to create an 
environment where employees feel understood and 
heard. True empathy research requires interviews and 
conversation; surveys are complementary. 

KEY INSIGHT

Don’t confuse employer desirability with employee 
desirability. Engage in “journey-mapping” to design 
an experience that is in line with employees’ existing 
behavior. 

MARK GANZ
President and Chief Executive Officer
Cambia Health
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Ashley Smith of Oliver Wyman, the opening keynote speaker, engaged the attendees in a conversation about 
future economic scenarios and who will be the most influential force in driving change in U.S. health care. The 
consensus reached by employers and industry partners alike was that change in the next 10 years will most 
likely be led by innovators and the value thinking with triumph over the narrow focus on profits.  

Changing Industry Landscape and Adoption of  
Value-based Care Models 

Source: Oliver Wyman. https://health.oliverwyman.com/2019/07/infographic--healthcare-2030-survey.html

Continued on next page
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Changing Industry Landscape and Adoption of Value-based Care Models Cont. 

Sheila Savageau of General 
Motors pointed out that 
employers have yet to see 
the synergies of industry 
consolidation. Utilization is flat, 
health outcomes aren’t getting 
better and unit prices are 
going up. While shareholders 
are getting their piece of 
the action, customers aren’t 
seeing the benefit. 

Steve Miller, CMO of Cigna, 
emphasized that pharmacy 
benefit manager (PBM) and 
health plan mergers offer 
promise for more integrated 
insights and trend reduction 
driven by efficiencies. Cigna 
has set a post-consolidation 
goal of 2020 trend, which is in 
line with Consumer Price Index. 

Carol Vargo of the American 
Medical Association (AMA) 
indicated that while consolidation 
has been accelerating, half 
of physicians are still in small 
practices. The administrative 
demands of value-based 
arrangements have been a catalyst 
to form larger groups; however, size 
is not required to deliver true value. 
The main barrier to value-based 
care adoption is reluctance on the 
part of physicians to take on risk.

According to Melinda Reid 
Hatton, of the American Hospital 
Association (AHA), hospitals are 
more prepared to get into value-
based arrangements and often look 
for willing insurance partners to 
deploy risk sharing models. 

Continued on next page

One of the conference’s most provocative plenary sessions brought together representatives of all industry 
stakeholders (employers, health plans, providers and hospitals) to share their varying perspectives on industry 
consolidation.
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Changing Industry Landscape and Adoption of Value-based Care Models Cont. 

Conference attendees also took a closer look at value-based care models, exploring what successful adoption 
of this principle looks like in: 

• Primary care, with Omar Baker, M.D.,Chief Quality and Safety Officer and Director of Performance 
Improvement, Riverside Medical/OptumCare; and

•  A fully integrated health system model with Robert Groves, MD, Chief Medical Officer, Banner|Aetna.

The main challenge with value-based care is that it makes up a small portion of the current health care 
market. About 80% of health care revenue is still derived from the outdated fee-for-service model. If value-
based care is to be successful, it will need greater and faster adoption.

From the provider perspective, transparency of quality and results and sharing that data within the practice is 
seen as a key driver to making the value-based model work.  Data brings out the competitive spirit in doctors, 
leading to positive dialogue on how to improve their own services. 

Employers have to be patient with the model. It will take years to see its trend and health outcomes impact. 
As employers assess value based care partners, they should not only look at transparency and the ability 
to capture and share critical data, but also at the types of services incorporated.  Partners that integrate 
behavioral health and social determinants of health into their value-based model may be more expensive but 
are better positioned to drive better outcomes in the long run.
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The plenary session focused on social determinants of health featured Bechara Choucair, SVP and Chief 
Community Health Officer at Kaiser Permanente, and Jeffrey Brenner, SVP of Clinical Redesign at 
UnitedHealthcare Community & State, two of the leading authorities in the field. 

Going Beyond the Four Walls of Employer  
Provided Health Care: The Socio-Economic  
Factors and the Health Care Policy Environment  

"What impacts health doesn't just happen within the 
four walls of the health care system." 
- Bechara Choucair

“The point at which you’re the most expensive 
patient is also the point you’re the least able to be a 
smart consumer.” 
- Jeffrey Brenner, MD

KEY INSIGHT

People need a lot more than 
health care to thrive. Social 
services alone aren’t enough. You 
need to impact the environments 
themselves. 

KEY INSIGHT

Housing is one of the best 
investments you can make; with 
secure housing, you can see 
drops in ER visits, hospital admits 
and length of stay. We have the 
most expensive homeless shelters 
in the world: hospital beds. 

KEY INSIGHT

We spend half as much on social 
services as other countries and 
twice as much on health care. We 
medicalize and criminalize social 
problems

Continued on next page

Below are examples of steps employers can take to impact social determinants of health and ease the burden 
on their employees, ultimately reducing unnecessary health care spend: 

• Provide emergency loans; 

• Address food insecurities (29% of high utilizers of health care have food insecurity issues);

• Perform data analysis to identify vulnerabilities and deploy resources accordingly, and

• Connect with local social systems.
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Going Beyond the Four Walls of Employer Provided Health Care:  
The Socio-Economic Factors and the Health Care Policy Environment Cont. 

Attendees heard firsthand from U.S. Health and Human Services Secretary Alex M. Azar II on the 
administration’s current health care policy priorities, including efforts to control health care costs, increase 
competition and improve quality. In particular, he focused on the Administration’s plans to reduce growth in 
prescription drug prices. 

“We all want a system that’s affordable. No American should be 
going bankrupt due to the cost of health care services. No American 
should be stuck with a shocking surprise bill when they leave the hos-
pital. (…) We also want a system where the patient is empowered, 
and in control—not left at the mercy of decisions and forces they 
don’t understand.” 

- Alex M. Azar II U.S. Health and Human Services Secretary

Policy Plenary speakers Kavita Patel, M.D. (Brookings 
Institutions) and Ed Haislmaier (Heritage Foundation) 
engaged in a dynamic conversation that explored 
different macroeconomic challenges of the U.S. health 
care system. Although the speakers came from two 
sides of the political spectrum, they demonstrated that 
when it comes to health care, consensus is often easy 
to reach:

• We should do more to hold everyone more 
accountable for drug prices, including providers 
and the waste that takes place on the provider side.

• The private sector is subsidizing the public sector. The changing demographics will challenge this model.

• We need an honest conversation about how we pay providers. We need to see more hospitals closing and 
payment rates increasing for general practitioners to exceed those we have for specialists.  We need to 
place more value on preventive and primary care.  
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Nowhere is the resurgence of precision medicine 
more visible than in oncology. We now know that 
cancer is not one disease, hundreds of subtypes 
have been defined by site, each with its own 
unique genetic blueprint. Cancer patients require 
subspecialized care and precision medicine 
utilizing genomic diagnostic technologies and 
high-performance computing. A session dedicated 
to innovation in oncology care brought together 
experts in this field: Joseph Alvarnas, M.D., City of 
Hope, Steve Bleyl, M.D., PhD, Genome Medical 
and Wendy Perchick, Memorial Sloan Kettering 
Cancer Center.

“Many medical oncologists struggle with knowledge 
gaps and keeping up with the exponentially 
growing knowledge in this field, driving misuse of 
care.” Information from cancer research doubles 
every 3 years.  Even physicians charged with 
developing national guidelines struggle to keep up 
with evolving best practices in cancer care.  

Cancer survival depends on the accuracy of 
the initial diagnosis and appropriate therapy 
Nonetheless, the complexity of the disease leads 
to misdiagnosis, waste and lack of confidence 
on the part of oncologists. In addition, there are 
geographic disparities in cancer care, with rural 
populations receiving inadequate care and having 
higher death rates compared to their urban 
counterparts.

The Era of Precision Medicine Is Upon Us (Again) 

KEY INSIGHTS

1. Given the rapidly expanding science and new 
treatment pathways, reducing waste and ensuring 
quality of care may require steering your cancer 
patients to centers of excellence. 

2. Precision medicine or cancer genomic testing is 
an effective way to ensure that employees receive 
the right care the first time. Unfortunately, as not all 
doctors are equipped with the new information on 
these treatments, it is not used appropriately 40% of 
the time.

3. Genomic testing costs are decreasing as the usage 
goes up, and carrier medical policies are changing 
to cover more tests as the clinical utility is becoming 
clearer. 

4. If your company has rural employee populations, they 
are more likely to receive inadequate cancer care and 
be more likely to die than their urban counterparts. 
Implementing COE solutions supported by a travel 
program is one of the solutions that can address the 
needs of rural workers

5. Concierge services can help guide employees to 
appropriate cancer care, especially if they are in 
a heightened emotional state because of their 
diagnosis. Employees often have a hard time making 
sound decisions in these circumstances, so additional 
support is welcomed.

For other precision medicine highlights see: Navigating the Precision Medicine Landscape: Five Key Considerations

https://www.businessgrouphealth.org/pub/?id=F0E6DB6D-991E-7B14-D3F1-37E5AAC984BE
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Many industries and innovators have capitalized on the speed with 
which technology is transforming our lives. The health care industry 
has been a bit slower to adapt to the changing environment and  
deliver on the superior consumer experience. In fact, data shows it 
is one of the industries that was slowest to adapt to the expectations 
of their consumers, but there are positive signs that innovation is 
accelerating. Virtual capabilities, ability to generate insights from larger 
datasets and deploying artificial intelligence (AI) and machine learning 
are on everyone’s minds.  

How faster adoption of technology may manifest itself in health care was the subject of a plenary session 
titled, “Consumer of the future and the technology that will enable her.” The session Rajeev Ronanki, Chief 
Digital Officer of Anthem, Inc. shared his belief that “artificial intelligence is the enabler for the 4th industrial 
revolution (following steam, electricity and computing)”and Chris Colborn, Chief Experience Officer of Lippincot 
showcased applications of technology that are poised to change how health care is delivered. 

As we work to re-design health care experiences for the members, rapid and unexpected consumer 
behavior changes are to be expected. The industry needs to adjust to the new consumer of the future that 
will display the following characteristics:

Empowering Consumers Through Data and Technology

2

The big shifts

A Life in 
Flow

On-Demand 
Everything

Exponential 
Intelligence

Transparent 
Existence

Omnipotent 
Individual

Synthetic 
Reality

Wi-Fi, Li-Fi, and 
changing norms mean 
we can do anything 
from anywhere  —
enhancing flexibility in 
everything from work 
to ownership

Automated tasks and 
instant, on-demand 
access to everything 
will enable us to do less 
and demand even 
more.

We’ll trust smart
devices, systems and 
robots as intimate 
resources and friends.

We’ll increasingly be 
tracked — reaping 
greater and greater 
benefits of connection, 
quantified performance 
and personalization. 

Everything, every 
moment and every 
experience will be 
customized. Our lives 
will be designed for us 
and by us. 

The boundaries 
between what is real 
and what is virtual will 
disintegrate —
immersive experiences 
will become our new 
way of living.

Continued on next page
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Empowering Consumers through Data and Technology Cont. 

In one of the breakouts sessions, employers learned about data-based 
solutions available today.  Leaders from Artemis, IBM Watson Health 
and Evive, along with their employer clients, spoke about creating more 
comprehensive and larger datasets and, the potential of AI to uncover 
emerging cost trends and empower members in their health journey
Data can be a powerful tool to help employers increase engagement with 
programs already in place and personalize communications. But data is 
also an important tool for vendors; employers can leverage it so that each 
partner can do its job better. 

Much of the AI potential remains untapped!

Join us in 2020 for the 40th Business Health Agenda conference! With health care poised to be a key election 
issue and the innovation pipeline more robust than ever, don’t miss thought-provoking expert panel discussions and 
insights from employer leaders on the cutting edge. 

Save the date! BHA 2020 is March 25-27, 2020, in Washington, DC.  For more information ,  
visit http://bha.businessgrouphealth.org/ or contact bha@businessgrouphealth.org. 

LEARN MORE

CONCLUSION

The 2019 Business Health Agenda conference ended on an optimistic note about this transformative time in health care.  
The attendees were reminded of the power of individual consumers as well as the collective power of employers and 
other industry stakeholders in driving much needed change.  We truly are at a tipping point!

http://bha.businessgrouphealth.org/
mailto:bha@businessgrouphealth.org

