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TIPS FOR MAKING THE MOST OF YOUR BENEFITS PACKAGE

eLINEEMPLOYEE
BENEFITS

BEST PRACTICES FOR IMPROVING YOUR WELLNESS PROGRAM WITH 
A HEALTH RISK ASSESSMENT
Health risk assessments (HRAs) can help your health 

plan members receive care when it can do the most  

good — before problems escalate. But just offering 

an HRA isn’t a cure-all. To really make a difference, 

employers must ensure that employees fill out the HRA 

and then follow up appropriately. 

A health risk assessment is an instrument used to collect 

health information, typically coupled with a process 

that includes biometric testing to assess an individual’s 

health status, risks and habits. Alone, an HRA can do 

little to improve health or cut costs. But as part of a 

broader program to engage employees in their health, 

shape lifestyle choices and promote prevention, HRAs 

can be enormously effective. 

Overview of HRAs

There are a number of excellent health risk assessment 

tools available to employers. Generally, a health 

risk assessment will consist of approximately 85-100 

questions. The questionnaire can be delivered 

electronically or in hard copy format.

Once completed, employees will receive a customized 

and tailored individual report detailing their personal 

health status. Generally, if an employee completes 

the HRA electronically, they will receive this report 

immediately via a PDF that can be printed. If the 

employee completes a hard copy version of the HRA, 

they will receive their personal report via the mail in 

about two weeks.

Confidentiality is key

The key to making the HRA process work for both 

the employee and the employer is confidentiality. 

Employees should be assured and comfortable that the 

employer will have no access to any individual employee 

health data. In addition, employees should also be 

informed that the company will receive an aggregate 

report of the overall findings, but that this report does 

not and will not contain any individual health identifiers. 

4 types of incentives

It goes without saying that well-positioned incentives are 

critical in driving up participation rates in the health risk 

assessment process. It’s generally accepted that without 

any incentives, companies can expect about 10% of the 

employee population to participate. With the proper 

incentives, participation rates have been achieved as high 

as 85% or better. 

1. Trinkets and t-shirts. Incentives that fall within this 

category generally include t-shirts, water bottles, 

pedometers, etc. While not known to drive huge 

participation rates, trinkets and t-shirts can certainly 

be used to increase the overall participation rate for 

your health risk assessment. This approach works 

especially well in the first year as the incentives —

although inexpensive — are novel as employees are 

generally unfamiliar with how the process works. 

If utilized, this form of incentive often increases 

participation rates from 10% to 20%.

2. Merchandise and gift certificates. Because these 

have a higher perceived value, merchandise can 
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drive participation rates to somewhere around 

40%, according to the Wellness Council of America 

(WELCOA). Specifically, merchandise includes 

things like movie tickets and gift certificates — and 

the higher the perceived value, the greater the 

participation rates.

3. Tax-advantaged cash incentives. As one would expect, 

cash speaks loudly to incent participants to take part. 

Many companies will offer $25 to $50 tax-advantaged 

cash incentives to increase participation rates. And 

it works. In fact, if you utilize this type of incentive 

WELCOA says you can generally expect participation 

rates to exceed 50%. 

4. Benefit plan redesign. Health risk assessments can 

be made a mandatory part of benefit re-enrollment 

process. However, many employers don’t like the 

feedback that comes along with strong-arming 

employees into adopting a personal health risk 

assessment. 

Similar to making it mandatory is the notion of raising 

health insurance premium levels for all employees 

and then offering a significant reward for those who 

participate in the health risk assessment process. For 

example, it’s not uncommon for companies to inform all 

employees that contributions for health insurance will 

be increasing for everyone by $500 in a given year. At 

the same time, employees are informed that if they take 

a confidential HRA, that $500 increase will be waived. 

Although it takes some effort and communication, 

when companies incorporate this approach to incent 

employees, participation rates often exceed 85% 

according to WELCOA.

Communicating the HRA process

While there is little question that an incentive helps to 

drive participation, it is also essential to fold in a solid 

communication plan. This communication plan should be 

initiated four to five weeks prior to the launch of the HRA. 

The typical communication plan includes the following 

messages: 

•	 Your organization cares about the health and wellness 

of employees

•	 It’s in the best interests of both the organization and 

employees to maintain good health 

•	 Your organization is offering employees the opportunity 

to participate in a health risk assessment process

•	 How the process will work logistically and, once 

completed, how they can acquire their incentives

Like incentives, the communication plan is an essential 

part of the HRA process. If done well, participation rates 

are likely to remain high. 

For more information, contact us at 800-258-3190 or 

 info@AssociatedFinancialGroup.com.
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