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BEDFORD — The city’s 378 employees have taken control of their own healthcare, educating one another about nutrition, weight loss, exercise and preventive care to improve their wellness and bring down insurance costs. 

Three years ago, a review of employee health statistics revealed that 1 1/2 percent of the employees were responsible for more than 50 percent of the city’s health costs. Bedford created a three-step approach to revamp its healthcare coverage: 

Forming a Wellness Committee with a representative from each department. 

Changing the city’s insurance carrier and coverage plans. 

Providing employees and their dependents access to prepaid preventive and urgent-care-clinic services. 

Based on current plan projections, the city expects a cumulative savings of $500,000 over five years. 

The Wellness Committee has had the most hands-on impact for employees. 

With support from the city manager’s office and other administrators, the committee began health and wellness promotions, as well as financial incentives. 

"The employees have done a majority of the work on the new healthcare approach," said Jill McAdams, Bedford’s director of human resources, who began the change of direction in 2006. 

"We’ve been able to start our program by pooling our internal resources and employees volunteering to share their knowledge." 

For example, staffers began having brown-bag-lunch sessions to talk nutrition education and weight-related health issues. 

"We had people from the farmers market come in to show us how to buy fresh vegetables and fruits and how to tell if they’re ripe, plus tips on how to prepare them," said Janet O’Dell, administrative coordinator in human resources and a committee member. "We’ve got walking groups, yoga groups and one of our firefighters is also a certified personal trainer, and he’s worked with departments and individuals on how to exercise." 

Saving money 

When Bedford changed employee insurance coverage to Cigna, it also moved people from an HMO plan to a high-deductible health plan and set up a health savings account with an employer contribution. 

As a result, claims per employee have steadily dropped from a high of $8,727 from October 2006 to 2007 to $4,268 from November 2008 to October 2009. 

"I’ve always struggled with my weight, and a three-month Weight Watcher program offer and a pedometer started me walking as well," said Reasha Smith, who works in Bedford’s customer service department. "So far, I’ve lost 15 pounds and walk 10 miles in segments every day." 

As part of its insurance coverage changes, the city focused on increasing participation in health assessments, which had been historically low. 

A financial incentive for getting an annual physical was also introduced to help with early identification of chronic high-risk health conditions, such as obesity-related diabetes. 

A 25 percent increase in physical exams has resulted in annual health-cost savings of almost $42,000 and a reduction in medical claims by more than half in the past two years, the city says. 

'Really rewarding’ 

In August, the city reached an agreement with the Kaner Medical Group, which was already providing pre-employment medical services, to add prepaid clinic services through its facility to implement the final step in the city’s plan. 

Since the clinic opened Oct. 19, 92 patients have visited. 

"I was able to get my H1N1 shot at the clinic back when it was hard to find," said Billie Yahne, coordinator of Bedford’s Economic Development and Tourism Department. 

"It’s important for people to feel they can afford to take care of health issues when they’re small instead of waiting until they become larger issues. It’s less costly to get on a medication than to have to have an operation…  It also means people won’t be forced to be out of work."   

Seven employees have visited the clinic for a "wellness" exam. 

Of those seven, five had not been to a doctor in over five years and three were diagnosed with diabetes or high blood pressure that was considered to be at a critical level. The employees said they went for an exam only "because it was free." 

For each employee who moves from having a high-risk to a moderate-risk health condition, there’s an annual savings of almost $4,000. 

It has been estimated that clinic services have already saved the city more than $90,000. 

"It’s been really rewarding working on the Wellness Committee," Smith said. 

"Last year, we focused on nutrition and different weight-control options. We just set our 2010 calendar of events and will learn how to deal with stress better.. . both at work and at home." .  

A communitywide health fair is planned for March.
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