Hello.

This is your
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wellness
coach.
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Reach for better health
one call at a time.
BY ELLEN FIX
ELISA CALAWAY OF MINNEAPOLIS HAS HAD RHEUMATOID ARTHRITIS (RA) SINCE SHE WAS 23. For 15 years she

F

coped with the side effects of medications and experimented with herbal remedies. She struggled with fused
wrists that made daily activities difficult. And for a long
time, the divorced mother of six says, “I hated my RA because it was
something outside of me.”
Then she met Lynne Fredrickson – her wellness coach – and the
two made an instant connection. Today, Lynne provides Felisa with
weekly, 30-minute coaching sessions by phone, and Felisa feels stronger
and less stressed. She says her flares aren’t as frequent. And she
embraces her disease as part of who she is.
“Lynne inspires me like a cheerleader,” says Felisa. “She gives me
a ‘you can do it’ attitude.”
Felisa was introduced to Lynne through the one-on-one wellnesscoaching program launched last year by her employer-provided insurer,
Minneapolis-based Medica Insurance Company. The service, which
is available at no cost, is designed to help members like Felisa improve
their health through lifestyle changes, such as weight loss, exercise or
quitting smoking.
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Empowering Change
Medica is one of growing number of insurers offering wellness coaching. Others that have added coaching to their menu of services include
Aetna, Blue Cross Blue Shield and United Health. Why? Insurers recognize that coaching can be an important adjunct to medical care. While
most people take the medications their doctors prescribe, following
their doctors’ advice to make lifestyle changes can be more difficult.
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The key sometimes is helping them find a reason meaningful to them for making a change, says Sean McNattin, vice
president of health-care solutions at OptumHealth, a business unit of United Health Group. “It may be they want to
see their daughter get married, or they just want to be able to
play with their kids,” says McNattin. “We weave that into the
discussions and it has real impact.”
Some patients are eager to make changes at first, but have
trouble staying motivated when results don’t come quickly.
“We have a tendency in our society to bite off more than we
can chew; we set lofty goals,” says Darcy Hurlbert, health
and wellness product specialist at Ceridian Lifeworks – a
health-solutions provider headquartered in Minneapolis. A
wellness coach breaks down big goals into bite-sized pieces,
she says, inspiring positive behavioral changes that are attainable and sustainable. A successful outcome relies on establishing a personal, trusting relationship with each client, and
then holding them accountable for their actions.

Studies by other groups have shown that investing in wellness services, of which coaching is a component, elicits a
return of anywhere from $2 to $10 for every dollar spent by
employers. And wellness programs have been shown to reduce
worker absenteeism and increase productivity – so it makes
good business sense.
Considering the potential payoff, it’s not surprising that
employers who provide wellness coaching services often offer
employees incentives to participate. Currently, the most widespread incentive consists of benefit enhancements such as
monthly premium discounts, the waiving of co-pays or donations into health savings accounts. However, even without
incentives, coaching has value for the consumer. Leslie Frank,
Medica’s director of health and quality improvement, says
the program saves each participant an average of $300 on
annual health costs.

Making a Good Match
Money Well Spent
For many people, those actions can have a profound impact
on health. Studies consistently show that negative lifestyle factors – smoking, obesity, physical inactivity – can play a role in
a host of other medical problems, including diabetes, heart disease and arthritis.
Conversely, a healthy lifestyle can help ward off many health
problems or complications of chronic disease. In a 2003 report
titled “Healthy Aging: Preventing Disease and Improving Quality
of Life Among Older Americans,” the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention in Atlanta states: “Healthy lifestyles
are more influential than genetic factors in helping older people
avoid the deterioration traditionally associated with aging.”
Healthy lifestyle habits mean not only better health, but also
lower health-care costs for health plans and their members. A
preliminary analysis of data provided by BeniComp Inc., a
Fort Wayne, Ind.-based health-plan administrator, shows
that 74 percent of health insurance claim costs are related to
lifestyle factors.

Successful coach-client relationships can motivate real health
improvement, but finding appropriate and willing candidates
for coaching can be a challenge. Some insurers promote their
coaching services to all their members and rely on self-referral;
others extend the coaching option to members who have significant health risks, based on health appraisals, claims or
doctor referrals.
Occasionally a mismatch happens, as Gail deVore knows
all too well. The Denver resident, who has had type 1 diabetes for 38 years, says she landed on her insurance company’s “target list” based on one lab result showing elevated
blood sugar. The caller offered to sign her up for a coaching
program, and then proceeded to give her what she felt was
irrelevant health advice. “They had absolutely no experience
with type 1 and only referred me to information about type
2. For the less educated, attempting to treat type 1 as if it
were type 2 could kill them,” Gail says.
Another woman from Denver, who wished to remain anonymous, said after a visit to a physical therapist for a sprained
neck she received a call from her insurer’s health management

A Coach of Your Own
If you are overwhelmed with drug treatments and doctor's appointments, dietary restrictions and
exercise regimens – not to mention pain – a wellness coach can help you stay motivated and establish
healthy behavior patterns. Many insurers and employers are catching on to coaching, but if yours
hasn’t, you can hire a personal wellness coach. You can start by visiting www.wellcoaches.com or
www.coachfederation.org to find a trained and/or certified professional. Expect to pay $60 to $150 for
the first one-hour phone session. Thereafter, most coaches prefer clients to commit to a three-month
package of weekly, 30-minute sessions at $250 to $450 per month. Some coaches, however, offer
group sessions at cheaper rates.
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program, asking if she had fibromyalgia. “I replied with a
resounding ‘no.’ I asked them to please make sure I wasn’t in
their computer listed with this disease,” she says. “The lady
told me that it ‘wasn’t rare’ to have this kind of misinformation. I felt satisfied until I got a letter about eight weeks later,
giving me advice on my fibromyalgia!”
While such experiences can make some people hesitant
about coaching, others are just not comfortable establishing rapport with a stranger, or feel they are not ready for
change. Still others may prefer garnering motivation through
other channels.
Differences in the way people prefer to receive health information and guidance is prompting health insurers to pursue
flexible options, including high-tech coaching solutions such
as automated phone calls, e-mails and motivational text messages sent to members’ cell phones. But for Felisa, nothing
beats the one-on-one interaction with her coach Lynne, particularly because interaction with her other key health ally –
her doctor – is often rushed.
“My rheumatologist is like a revolving door; I’m in and
out with a prescription in about two seconds,” Felisa says.
“Lynne fills the gap. She knows my hopes and wishes. She’s
there just for me.”
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