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Giant Mega Bank, in business for 35
years, had grown from a small regional
concern into one of the country’s largest
national banks. Through mergers and
acquisitions, good times and bad, the
company thrived. Stockholders and
employees rested secure in the knowl-
edge that the company’s leadership was
excellent and were attracted to these 
top jobs with some of the best compen-
sation packages in the business.

In their central human resources depart-
ment, Giant Mega Bank’s department
heads met in teams to discuss strategies.
‘How do the pension plans complement
the compensation strategy?’ they asked.
‘And are employees content with the
wellness programs and flex-time
options?’ 

Even the consultants from
MultiDiscipline Consulting, hired by
Giant Mega to administer and develop
their compensation, pension and health
and welfare plans, waved as they passed
one another in the hallway on the way
to meet with the HR representatives
from each discipline. Everything was
copacetic.

Then one day an article appeared: It was
a national business journal lead with a
story about Giant Mega Bank’s execu-
tive pay. With the millions the bank is
paying to MultiDiscipline Consulting
for its healthcare and pension services,
the writers wondered how could their
compensation advice be unbiased? 

The question raised eyebrows throughout
the financial world and within the bank’s
own customer base. E-mails and letters
began to arrive, each questioning the top
executives’ pay. Fund managers started to

question their investment in Giant Mega,
and several mutual funds dropped it from
their menus.

Of course, Giant Mega Bank and
MultiDiscipline Consulting exist only
on these pages. However, the problems
the company experienced as a result of
perceived lack of independent advice is
very real. 

According to Bruce Ellig, compensation
expert and author of several books on
the subject, ‘better safe than sorry’
should be the mantra of companies
hiring outside consultants for more than
one human resources discipline. The
bottom line is this: “If you have the
same consulting firm providing services
for your pension plans and your execu-
tive compensation, you are taking on a
certain degree of responsibility, as a
company, to ensure that there is true
independence there. The question is, Do
you really want to take on that responsi-
bility?” Ellig asks.

When company performance and
company stock are both high, there isn’t
a problem, says Ellig. But when
company performance is down and
executive pay is up, people will begin to
question how the pay was determined. If
it appears the independent compensation
advice was provided by someone who
may not truly be independent, people
will begin to wonder about owning the
company’s stock. 

True, you’re not likely to end up in
court, Ellig says. “But you could end up
with a lot of bad press. The issue is not
necessarily lawsuits. Rather, the issue is
that you might lose shareholders.” 
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Which came first, obesity or inactivity? Each have
a tremendous impact on the cost of health care.
According to a 2005 study conducted in California,
The Economic Costs of Physical Inactivity,
Obesity, and Overweight, the incremental cost of
worker inactivity is about $2,400 a year, while
obesity in employees costs about $3,200 a year. So
does it matter which leads to which?

It does to Christopher Boyce, CEO of Virgin Life
Care (www.virginlifecare.com). His company
aims to get people healthy by first getting them
active. Elements of Virgin’s program can work for
you, whether you hire a company to run your
wellness program or do it yourself in-house.

Looking at the above figures, most people
conclude that obesity burdens the healthcare
system more than inactivity does. “The fact of 
the matter,” says Boyce, “is that inactivity is 
more costly, because of the numbers of people
involved. 

“By the Center for Disease Control’s standards,
about 65–70% of the population is sedentary,
about 33% of the population is obese, and another
33% of the population is overweight. The number
one indicator of whether someone who is obese
loses weight and keeps it off is whether or not
they’ve adopted a program of physical activity.
That’s where we think the most dollars are, and
that’s why we’re purely about physical activity. If
you get somebody to be active, that’s going to
work against the obesity epidemic.”

Engaging Employees, Tracking Data
Getting employees to get active is a challenge.
Often, wellness programs appeal only to those
employees who are already fit. By emphasizing
physical activity, rather than weight, and by
engaging employees in fun activities, Boyce says
you can increase utilization and get better results. 

“We’ve got a corporation that has rolled our
program out to their 21,000 employees, and they
now have about 28% of their population enrolled.
Seventy-five percent of those are not only regis-
tered for the program, but are actively using it in
some way. That number is extraordinarily high,”
Boyce says. “In that specific population, about
30% have moved from being completely inactive
to active. So the company has basically picked up
that $2,400 per employee per year (mentioned
above in the California study). That alone more
than offsets the cost of the program, so there’s a
significant return on investment there.”

“Prove it,” you’re thinking. Well Boyce can
because Virgin Life Care doesn’t rely on
employees to track their own progress. Rather, it
begins with a Web-based system that does the
tracking for you. 

“Employees who join the program get a personal-
ized Web space where all of their activity data are
kept. Kiosks are part of the component so you can
sit down and take your personal biometric data,
and it gets reported back to the website,” he says.
“The kiosks measure your weight, your body fat,
and your blood pressure, and turn those into a
Body Mass Index (BMI) score for you. People sit
down and have those readings taken, then are
rewarded for doing that. They are also rewarded
for improving [their BMI score], or having it be at
an ideal level.”

Step two is tracking the participant’s daily
activity. “When you sign up with the program,
you get what I call a ‘smart’ pedometer,” Boyce
says. “It automatically uploads your activity—
the number of steps you’ve taken in a day—to the
website. We reward people for hitting a certain
number of steps in a day, and for every day they
do, they get more of a reward.” 

The third part of the program involves a personal
fitness assessment. “We’ve partnered with a
variety of gyms. They do a real simple 3-minute
step test, with some strength and flexibility
measures. It really shows how fit a person is.
People are rewarded for taking the assessment,
and also for improving or hitting the ideal on it.”

Reward Personal Responsibility 
With Money
Data from the last two components are fed back
into the website, says Boyce, where it can be
viewed as a whole by the company, and individu-
ally by the participant. “Through the website we
can communicate back to the individuals, and
reward them for their participation,” he says.

“Most of our corporate members offer $400 back
to the employee if they are in the program at the
highest level. They can use the money in any way
they’d like. It starts a conversation between
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One Step Further

Who: A 21,000-employee financial services firm,
spread across 21 states, with many call
center employees

What: Implemented a wellness program empha-
sizing activity, rather than simply weight
loss

Results: Moved 35% of obese employees into a
normal weight range, 35% of hypertensive
employees into normal or prehypertensive
categories, and 30% of sedentary
employees into the active range. Potential
savings to the health plan, $2,000 to
$4,000 per participating employee per year. 
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employer and employee about health
and fitness. The employer is saying,
‘If you’re going to take a real active
part in your own health, we’re going
to reward you for it.’” 

Most CEOs want employees who 
are active participants in work and 
in life, he says. “I want to hire high-
performance people, people who take
personal responsibility for the results
they generate. They’re going to be
engaged in their job, they’re going to
be more productive, they’re going to
be working hard, and they’re going to
take control of a situation and make it
better. That’s the kind of organization
most CEOs want. Our program takes
that concept—personal responsi-
bility—and makes it part of the solu-
tion to the healthcare crisis.”

Creating Your Own 
Fitness Program
“Eighty-five percent of the population
doesn’t go to a health club,” Boyce
says. “Wellness plans in general put
people on a program for 6, 8, or 12
weeks, and they have a high attrition
rate during those weeks. People get
excited about a program, but they get
off it pretty fast.” Virgin Life Care’s
program, with its emphasis on simply
moving more, achieves different
results, says Boyce. 

“Data showed an increase in utiliza-
tion and activity levels at 12 months

over the same figures at 6 months.
We found the people who engaged
in the program were increasingly
active, increasingly took more 
steps per day. They had become
active, lost weight, reduced their
hypertension. Of obese people, 
35% were down to normal 
weights. Thirty-five % of people 
who were hypertensive when they
began had moved to a normal or
prehypertensive level.” 

To get those kinds of results, Boyce
believes you need to make the
program both fun and easy to use:
• Keep the program simple. “There

are so many programs that get into
so many different things, they
confuse the employees. We’ve
talked with many companies that
say they’ve tried 43 different things
in their wellness programs, and
now they don’t know which ones
are working and which aren’t, and
everyone is confused.”

• Keep it relevant. “I would
encourage people to look for
programs that have a lot of
engagement to them, because if
the employee actually finds it
valuable and engages in it, you
know you’ll get results. In our
program, the threshold of engage-
ment is pretty low; everyone can
do this. The more people you can
engage, the better.”

• Keep the program “top of mind.”
Advertise it in newsletters, on the
Web, with posters, and anywhere
else you can.

“I don’t think I’ve ever talked to
anyone who hasn’t said ‘I need 
to exercise more,’” concludes 
Boyce. “At the end of the day, this 
is about getting people engaged in 
a process, and helping them change
their behavior.”

Q. After a careful review of
the latest cafeteria plan
rules, weí ve spotted some
areas where we need more
guidance. Weí d like to send
comments, as requested in
the proposal, but wonder if
they would be considered or
even read. Is it worthwhile
to comment on proposals
like these?

A. Absolutely, says Susan
Relland, an employee benefits
attorney who spends much of 
her time working with Congress
and governmental agencies on
behalf of her clients. 

ì A lot of people outside the
beltway doní t fully appreciate
how much their comments are
really considered here,î  she 
says. ì The letters to Congress-
men really are considered, 
and the same thing with the
agencies. They really do look 
at public comments closely, 
think about them, and ask 
around about them. 

ì Treasury and the Internal
Revenue Service take those
comments very seriously, and 
are very interested in peopleí s
input. Ií ve found them to be
incredibly open and receptive 
if someone has a good reason,
can support their position, 
and explain why it would be
beneficial to employers, yet
consistent to the constraints 
of the statute involved. I would 
very much encourage employers,
if they have any issues, to 
submit comments.î  

So by all means, go ahead and
submit your comments.

QA&

This article originally appeared in Best Practices in Compensation & Benefits,
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