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Guide for Engaging Employers

Employers play a support role in the development and successful operation of health information exchange (HIE) initiatives.  However, since healthcare is not the core business of employers and health information exchange is merely a means of making the healthcare system more efficient, effective and safe, employers will not have the same sense of urgency or commitment to your cause as other stakeholders.  Survey data from the 3rd Annual eHI Survey of Health Information Exchange initiatives reveals that employer involvement in community health information exchange is up by nearly 32 percent over last year.   However, the eHealth Initiative’s work with communities and the eHI Employer and Purchaser Advisory Board (EPAB)  has shown that attention to the following concepts can be critical in successful engagement of purchasers in HIE.

Ten Tips in Working With Employers

1. Involve employers but do so judiciously.
Before meeting with employers, it is important to know what you want them to do and what role you want them to perform as a participant with your health information exchange initiative.    Refine your organization’s mission and vision statement so that it is clear to the prudent layperson.   This will help you state to employers “who” you are and “why” you are doing what it is you are doing.  

Seek council and engage those who will be impacted by or benefit from health information exchange early on to ensure their support and as a means of gaining a clear understanding of issues, concerns or business needs they might have.   The eHealth Initiative has for three years sponsored the Employer-Purchaser Advisory Board (EPAB), benefiting greatly from advice elicited from the employer-purchaser community.  Consider such advisory roles for your organization.  Be open to what they want first, and then talk about what you need. 
Clearly outline what it is that you want to get from them.  Is it time, money, support, political will? Before reaching out to employers, ask yourself, what is the purpose/goal of this meeting?  Keep in mind that oversimplifying the business relationship by saying that they stand to gain savings “down the road” for an investment today  may be the wrong first step.  Most employers have already experienced their own company-supported and financed move toward use of health information technology as a way to increase efficiency, effectiveness and product quality.  
2. Employers are concerned about the cost of health benefits and they want to create long-term, sustainable savings.
Employers generally use three tools to manage healthcare costs.  It is important to understand what these tools are and how they impact the economic decisions that employers make or do not make. The tools used are as followed:
1. Benefit plan design;
2. Medical management programs; and
3. Consumer education and consumer behavior change initiatives.
3. Use the right language when speaking with employers. 
There are a number of aggressive and motivated employer-sponsored initiatives that have a national and local presence.  Before reaching out to the employer community in your area, you should familiarize yourself with these groups, their goals and objectives and the language they use.  There are also private sector and public sector “value-based” purchasing initiatives occurring nationally.  Health information exchange--as a tool to measure quality and cost--is not a foreign concept to the more sophisticated employer. Developing an understanding about the way employers see the intersection between quality and cost is essential.  
For more information on employer-related activities, visit the following sites: 

1. Leapfrog Group: http://www.leapfroggroup.org/
2. National Business Coalition on Health (NBCH) www.nbch.org
3. National Business Group on Health (formerly WBGH) http://www.wbgh.org/
4. Bridges-to-Excellence: http://www.bridgestoexcellence.org/
4.  Understand that employee health coverage is a recruitment and retention tool, but it is an expense that adds to their organizations’ structural costs and it impacts corporate profitability.
While it may be a simple statement, health insurance is an employee “benefit” and although most programs are managed tightly, they are still seen as an important tool for employee relations, employee recruitment and as a means of differentiation when seeking talent among a sometimes limited workforce. 

That said, healthcare costs are an expense and they add to the overall structural cost of a company--thus impacting profitability.  Those managing health benefit costs must maintain this delicate cost/benefit balance. 
5. Recognize the stewardship role the employer plays in the selection of health benefits and the business relationship employers have with health plans.
Health plans selection is considered an important responsibility employers bear on behalf of their employees.  Health plans are the vehicle employers use to purchase and manage their health coverage.  Health plans know how employers think, they understand the relationship employers have with their employees, and they recognize the difficultly employers face when they cannot anticipate annual cost increases due to group experience fluctuations.  
6. Anticipate common employers’ concerns.
The following comments are verbatim concerns that employers have about health information exchange.  They were gathered as part of the research done by the eHealth Initiative. These comments exemplify typical concerns about community health information exchange that you can expect to hear from employers:
· How does HIPAA play into it?

· Who is the exchange between?

· What information is being exchanged?

· How is information exchanged? Is it electronic?

· Who owns the information?

· Who has access? Would employers have access?

· How secure is the information exchange?

· How is access restricted?

· Who determines what information is shared with whom?

· Will there be any solicitations?

· Will patients have to give permission for the information to be shared?
· Are you able to retrieve or view your information?

· What healthcare providers can see the information and why would two insurers share information?

· Where is information?  One database? or many companies? or does my doctor keep it?

· Who would be able to get this information?

· How will security be handled?

· Will there be open authorization or is it on a one-time basis?

· Who initiates the exchange? The patient or doctor?

· How does the person receiving the information know it is trustworthy and not fraud?

· Will medical or personal information or both be shared?  Only medical history?

· How well is it explained to patients?  Do they understand what they’re giving permission for?

· How long is information kept?

7. Deal with employers’ resistance to the expectation that they should pay for new technology and quality improvement.
By and large, employers believe that since they are already paying for healthcare, they should not be asked to pay again for “quality” healthcare.  However, a strong case has been made, and employers do support both fiscally and by donation of their time, development of a more efficient, effective and patient-centered healthcare system. 
8. Understand and anticipate employers’ concerns about employee privacy and protection of personal health information.
Research by the eHealth Initiative of employers, consumers and physicians points to clear and compelling evidence that privacy of personal health information is a primary concern for both consumers and employers. 
9, Work with employers and help them anticipate questions from their employees. 

Employers should know that public opinion surveys show the doctor-patient relationship is one of trust, and that patients value and respect the opinions of their doctors in discussions around health information exchange (eHI, July 2006).  However, the HIE can work with employers by offering them tools to raise awareness among consumers as to the value of health information exchange.  The InformationSTAT campaign has been developed with this in mind. 
Focus groups reveal that consumers are favorable towards electronic HIE and particularly see its value for both loved ones and themselves in emergency situations. The following are typical consumer concerns.  Your public policies and education programs for consumers should address:
· Fear of hackers getting into the records;

· Skepticism over whether HIE would actually reduce costs or paperwork;

· Concern over accuracy of information;

· Concern about who maintains the information and how often it is reviewed/updated;

· What happens if the computers crash or the data is lost.
10. Reinforce a collaborative and open approach among the HIE, employers, clinicians and consumers.
Based on research done in support of the development of the InformationSTAT campaign, researchers concluded that in speaking with clinicians about your local community or state health information exchange, you should focus on:

· Security;

· How it works;

· Patient permission;

· Who has access; and 
· The benefit to the patient and the physician. 
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