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Persistence Lures Employers to the Table

Employers have critical knowledge and experience in benefit plan design, wellness programming, process 
improvement, and waste reduction, but getting them involved in AF4Q can be problematic.

“We have longed believed that strong and visible health care purchaser/employer engagement in Aligning 
Forces is a critical ingredient for success,” said Bob Parrish, project director for the West Michigan AF4Q 
Alliance for Health. “These are the people paying the bills and absorbing increase upon increase in health 
care costs. They must be the primary catalyst for the transformative work the Alliance for Health is facilitat-
ing through AF4Q.”



The University’s goal, however, was 90 percent member participation. As an incentive to members, the University 
doubled the cost of health insurance for those employees or dependents not wanting to take the appraisal. Also, the 
University changed a benefit design with a $25 emergency department (ED) copay to one with a $100 ED copay and 
$10 primary care physician copay. Finally, it joined with SEHC in its work with health care systems to form ACOs.

Thanks to these effective 
collaborations, Maine 
experienced the second-
largest improvement in 
health care quality in the 
United States in 2010, 
according to Agency for 
Healthcare Research and 
Quality state snapshots.

Researchers at the 
University of Southern 
Maine, through a study 
funded by the Robert 
Wood Johnson Founda-
tion, found that collect-
ing information for 
these quality reports 
made a dramatic impact 
on most participating 
practices by spurring 
them to improve their 
chronic and preventive 

When several major hospitals fell off the preferred tier, 
they tried to convince SEHC to change its ratings 
process. But SEHC believed in the quality ratings and 
held firm. But in 2010, when a major hospital fell off the 
preferred list thanks to low ratings on patient experi-
ence, the hospital approached SEHC to consider a new 
way. As a result, SEHC and the health system now are 
meeting monthly to work together to redesign the way 
health care is delivered by forming an accountable care 
organization (ACO) based in primary care. MHMC is 
facilitating the process. 

The University of Maine system also adopted the state’s 
tiering structure. In addition, it began to focus to well-
ness as a driver. While it had an active wellness program, 
only about 25 percent of members were participating in 
a health risk appraisal. 

 To reach out to this critical group, Alliance for Health started by 
hosting—in partnership with Amway, one of West Michigan’s largest 
employers—an invitation-only event billed as a CEO summit on health 
care. The event was highly successful, and Parrish attributes that success 
to efforts to encourage turnout and a program with well-prepared and 
passionate speakers. 

The Alliance for Health knew this summit would be only the beginning, 
so it made immediate plans to follow up with a meeting to do a deeper 
dive into what AF4Q is doing. 

An employer engagement planning group composed of human resources 
and employee benefit directors has helped guide the group. As a result, at least four influential HR executives have 
committed to promoting AF4Q engagement to their respective CEOs.

But the request isn’t merely for time and talent—it’s also for treasure. The Alliance for Health, as part of a strategy to 
start building sustainability, also is asking for financial investment in AF4Q. And they’re getting results. This core group 
of committed purchaser leaders has become an advocate for AF4Q, not only within their respective organizations but 
also to other employers.  

“This type of support is invaluable and far exceeds the influence AF4Q [alliance] staff could have in engaging other 
purchasers,” said Parrish.

To reach these purchasers, 
Parrish said, the Alliance for 
Health “spent countless hours 
honing the AF4Q message to 
make it concise, clear, and 
compelling to employers. With 
pared-down staff and budget 
woes, no one has time to read a 
20-page document. We have to 
convey AF4Q’s many moving 
parts and interconnected 
strategies in a way that doesn’t 
hopelessly confuse our 
audience.”

Lessons Learned
• It’s challenging to secure financial investment from the purchasers 
over and above what they are already paying out in claims and related 
health care expenditures. Be persistent.

•It is absolutely necessary to cultivate and develop influential civic and 
community leaders who are already well known and respected by 
business leadership. These champions are the foundation of success.

• No matter how compelling your case for supporting AF4Q, you must be 
prepared for a skeptical audience.

•Clarity and conciseness are absolutely necessary. You need to make 
succinct explanations of AF4Q focused on “what’s in it for employers.”

•Don’t give up. Persistence is important.
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