
Presentation Title

Tuesday, January 08, 2008

1

© 2008 Towers Perrin

Communicating Health Care Making Change Work
The Southern California Schools VEBA Story

2008 CPEEHCC 10th Annual Training Conference

Susan Giesting
Towers Perrin

January 18, 2008

1© 2008 Towers Perrin
Proprietary and Confidential. 

Not for use or disclosure outside Towers Perrin and its clients
010808 VEBA_CPEEHCC Comm HC Deck .PPT/crf/Irvine

Communication and change

The art of progress is to preserve 
order amid change and to 

preserve change amid order.
Alfred North Whitehead
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Change is worth the effort — VEBA Weight Loss Challenge

Losing the weight… and improving 
overall health

387 participants lost 3,516 pounds —
an estimated $176,000 savings in 
health care costs

50% still involved in some aspect of 
the program after 12 months

28% lost enough weight to move 
down an entire health risk category 

70% had abnormal lab results

55% did not know they were at risk 
and sought physician direction

“So far on this journey, I have lost 75 
pounds. The most important impact on my 
health status, however, is that I am alive.”
Roger Gee, VEBA Weight Loss Challenge Participant

March 2005 
321 lbs. 

February 2006
258 lbs. 

May 2007 — 246 lbs. 
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Change is worth the effort — Best Doctors®

Picking up the phone… and saving a life 

Available to VEBA members since January 1, 2006, the Best Doctors program
Allows VEBA members with a serious health condition or concern to consult with 
the world’s top medical specialists
Reviews patient records and confirms (or changes) diagnosis and treatment, 
working with the member’s local physician if needed
Empowers members to improve the quality of their health care and make 
informed decisions at a critical time
Reduces the trust’s medical costs related to critical illnesses 

“Before starting treatment for cancer, 
I wanted to make sure that I was choosing the 
best option for my situation. Using the advice 

of the Best Doctors specialist, 
I settled on a decision with confidence that I 
had chosen the best treatment for my long-

term well being.”
John de Beck, Cancer Survivor
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The Southern California Schools VEBA 

Formed in 1993 as a cooperative labor-
management trust 

Participants in the trust include 30 school 
districts, one association, and the county office 
of education 

The trust serves 39,000 education employees 
and 47,000 dependents, for a total 
participation of 86,000 members

The trust spends over $300 million annually 
providing health care to its members

Over the just the last five years, the value of 
collective benefits procurement through VEBA 
vs. independently approaches $30 million

Our members:
Over half are over age 46
— 45% over age 50
— 25% between 40 and 50
— 30% 40 or younger

Over two-thirds are female

VEBA’s Mission: 
To establish, through the cooperative efforts of school employers and school employee unions, a 

comprehensive health and benefits program for every eligible school employee in Southern California 
at the most efficient cost achievable through unity of design, purchase, and administration.
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Real change takes more than good communication…
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Real change takes more than good communication…
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Real change takes more than good communication…

8© 2008 Towers Perrin
Proprietary and Confidential. 

Not for use or disclosure outside Towers Perrin and its clients
010808 VEBA_CPEEHCC Comm HC Deck .PPT/crf/Irvine

Real change takes more than good communication…
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Real change takes more than good communication…
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It also takes…

… a strategic and sustained change management effort

This is the story about Southern California Schools VEBA and how “communication”
has evolved (and continues to evolve) into a success story about change

Solid communication 
materials

Member and leadership 
engagement

Attitude and 
behavior change

ChangeCommunication 
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Today’s organizations face persistent change

Constant
Change

Increasing 
customer 

expectations

Changing markets 
and competition

Changing 
regulatory 

environment

Faster and easier
communications

Increasing 
environmental 

awareness

Workforce 
demographics/
Need for talent

New technology
More 

management data 
& information

Additional Public
Entity Challenges

Increased tax 
payer expectations

Continued 
challenges in state 
funding

Number of 
different 
constituents and 
audiences with 
different agendas 

Population more 
inclined to want to 
maintain the status  
quo
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Towers Perrin’s change leadership methodology

Analyze 
Change 
Needs

Design the 
Game Plan

Execute the 
Game Plan

Sustain the 
Momentum

Launch the 
Project Team

Deliver
Business
Results

Leadership

Involvement

Communication

Learning

Measurement

Reinforcement

Change Objective —
the “Why”

Change Methodology —
the “What”

Change Levers —
the “How”
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How do the levers integrate with the change methodology?

While a comprehensive change management strategy/plan incorporates 
activities and interventions that cross all change levers, our experience shows 
that certain levers are more critical than others at various stages in the project 
lifecycle

Reinforcement

Measurement

Learning

Communication

Involvement

Leadership

Launch the 
Project Team

Analyze 
Change Needs

Design the 
Game Plan

Execute the 
Game Plan

Sustain the 
Momentum

Primary change lever by phase
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VEBA: Launching the project team

Our Objectives
Establish leadership alignment and sponsorship

In the beginning, key administrative staff and the 
Board of Directors
It has broadened to key leaders at districts and 
associations, depending on the initiative

Build clarity around objectives, roles and 
responsibilities, and scope 
Define success measures and get agreement on the 
process for going forward

VEBA Key Steps and Activities — ongoing 
Planning and kick-off sessions with project teams
Regular updates to Board of Directors and key staff
Leadership interviews
Communications Council (established 2007)

Analyze 
Change 
Needs

Design the 
Game Plan

Execute the 
Game Plan

Sustain the 
Momentum

Launch the 
Project Team

Deliver
Business
Results

Leadership

Involvement

Communication

Learning

Measurement

Reinforcement
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VEBA: Analyzing change needs

Our Objectives:
Evaluate the impact of the communication or change 
on stakeholders, the current levels of readiness, and 
the individual needs and risks
Identify and understand existing change and 
communication channels and processes
Clarify the case for change and inform strategy 
development in the next phase

VEBA Key Steps and Activities:
Communications audit (2004)
Member focus group and survey about health care 
preferences and behaviors; communication 
awareness and preferences (2004)
Member satisfaction phone survey (2005 and planned 
for 2008)
Board member interviews (2005)
Leadership facilitated discussions around significant 
benefits change (2006)
One-on-one leadership interviews (2007)
One-on-one leadership interviews (2008) with new 
VEBA Ombudsman

Analyze 
Change 
Needs

Design the 
Game Plan

Execute the 
Game Plan

Sustain the 
Momentum

Launch the 
Project Team

Deliver
Business
Results

Leadership

Involvement
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2004 focus groups/survey — top 10 things members told us

1. I think I am a pretty good consumer, but I want more information to help me 
manage my health 

2. I know where to go for information about my plan, but it is not easy to 
access 

3. My relationship with my doctor is very important 

4. I want to be healthier, but I don’t have time 

5. I know I should eat right and exercise

6. Send health related information to my home 

7. I do read Focus newsletter and I will read something if it is pertinent and 
pithy 

8. I prefer to use the computer at home, but I may read emails at home or work 

9. What VEBA website? 

10. I’m not sure what VEBA is
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2006 leadership facilitated discussions on plan design changes

Recommendations about communications centered on several themes
Simple, personalized communications — one-on-one, a lot of meetings
Repeat the message often in different ways
Create targeted communications to directly affected districts and members
Start early and explain the reasons 
Most agreed that VEBA should support district communications, but districts 
must also “own” the message

Need to differentiate accountability among VEBA, the insurance carrier and the 
provider network being eliminated

There is opportunity to explain the VEBA trust and the value of the trust to members

Provide enough background information from credible sources so members 
understand, and therefore, believe the need for the change  

Address the administrative issues so members know what to do
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2007 leadership interviews — findings and next steps

Next StepsAdditional Findings

Launch the Health Advocacy Office to support overall VEBA health and 
wellness efforts 
Actively promote Best Doctors and other health education offerings 
Modify Weight Loss Challenge program to offer it more broadly
Evaluate other wellness and care management initiatives

Continue health and wellness initiatives

Address high level of turnover on Board with education on history of VEBA 
(completed at 2/7 meeting)
Review trust policies and procedures in light of current health care 
environment (February/March)
Prioritize top five strategic goals for Board in 2007 (February)

Refocus/reaffirm role of Board of Directors

Evaluate addition of VEBA-dedicated staff to support communications, 
problem resolution, customer relations

Increase level of administrative customer 
service

Develop detailed communication plan that
— Has Board of Directors’ commitment and support
— Targets leadership and member audiences
— Utilizes multiple media approaches to push general and targeted 

information (meetings, electronic, print)
— Provides for regular and timely distribution of information
— Builds attendance of leadership at monthly  “User Group” meetings
— Creates improved awareness and understanding of VEBA with all 

audiences

Improve communications with all VEBA 
constituents and members

Stay focused on mission
Continue to implement cost control tactics appropriate for health care market
Maintain process improvement and customer service efforts with 
UHC/PacifiCare

High awareness of VEBA mission (provide 
quality health care at most affordable cost)
General agreement that mission is on target and 
VEBA is executing well against mission

Next StepsTwo Primary Findings
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VEBA: designing the game plan (strategy)

Our Objectives:
Develop a detailed strategy that includes interventions 
and tactics across the levers and addresses the 
impact of the changes, stakeholders needs and 
change risks
Identify and secure resources, and assign 
responsibilities for implementation 

VEBA Key Steps and Activities:
Strategy planning sessions
Strategy document

Alignment with strategic objectives
Stakeholder/audience analysis
Timing and milestones
Multiple communication channels
Measurements of success

Strategy validation with Board and administrator
Adjust as needed if priorities change

Analyze 
Change 
Needs

Design the 
Game Plan

Execute the 
Game Plan

Sustain the 
Momentum

Launch the 
Project Team

Deliver
Business
Results

Leadership

Involvement

Communication

Learning

Measurement

Reinforcement

20© 2008 Towers Perrin
Proprietary and Confidential. 

Not for use or disclosure outside Towers Perrin and its clients
010808 VEBA_CPEEHCC Comm HC Deck .PPT/crf/Irvine

Communicating to VEBA audiences is a challenge

More than 30 different “clients”
Levels of benefits knowledge and communication expertise vary widely
No common communication platform — traditional and electronic channels vary
Full control over key messages and implementation difficult 

Distracted and diverse member population
Too busy and already overwhelmed with messages
Computer access not universal
Language barriers
Not engaged in their health care — tend to be reactive rather than proactive

20% of the members incur 80% of the costs — people only pay attention when they 
are sick and privacy laws make it difficult to target them directly

Population tends to have higher (negative) scores in terms of health risks than the 
general population, due in part to both age and lifestyle

Under-engaged leadership group
Too busy and already overwhelmed with messages
Many new to their role and VEBA with varying degrees of health care knowledge
Lack of awareness and some past dissatisfaction with VEBA service levels
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Strategy snapshot
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VEBA: Executing the game plan and sustaining momentum

Our Objectives
Execute the game plan (strategy) elements
Measure progress and success
Share best practices for continuous improvement

VEBA Key Steps and Activities
Develop content
Design communications
Conduct training and hold key meetings with 
stakeholders
Create talking points and aides for leaders
Track and report success
Formal debrief sessions
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What have we learned? 

You can create award-winning communications and still not most effectively engage 
your stakeholders 

We have to customize our approach to address the varying priorities, objectives, 
needs, level of awareness and understanding, communication preferences of 
VEBA’s complex stakeholder groups

Board of Directors
District and association leadership
— Superintendents
— Chief Business and Human Resources Officers
— Benefit Representatives
— Association Staff, Chapter Presidents, Site Representatives
Members (active and retired)
Provider community (new focus for 2008)

Health care is personal, so you need a personal connection to make a difference

Nothing can replace the power of face-to-face communication
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Are we there yet? 

Some recent measures of success indicate that we continue to make progress 

2007/2008 leadership interviews are revealing positive progress on the concerns and issues 
raised during the 2006 interviews and action items for improvement are being implemented

Fulfillment of VEBA Ombudsman role
Development of VEBA orientation and benefits training program
Improvements in collection and account reconciliation processes
A more robust suite of ready-to-customize enrollment communication materials

Results of the Best Doctors program 
Members lives have been saved or improved, quality of care for acute conditions has 
increased, health care dollars have been saved

Enrollment data for 2007 revealed that reducing the enrollment of members from 4,400 to less 
than 600 with a specific provider network resulted in an estimated $4.5 million to $5 million 
annual savings to members

$311,728$607,195Total estimated net savings

95%66%Changed treatment

10%17%Changed diagnosis

2041Closed cases

2007 (Q1-Q3)2006 (Q1-Q4)
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More results 

Since it’s inception in April 2007, inquiry calls to the Advocacy Center continue at a 
steady rate and members continue to receive assistance with complex case 
resolution

The number of members and leaders accessing VEBAonline continues to increase 
every month 

Leaders from key districts are engaged in their role on the Communication Council 
and serve as champions among their peers

Trust membership has remained stable

Current clinical programs for prescription drugs show VEBA outperforming a 
national database by approximately $1.9 million annually
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What will we continue to do? 

Assess, measure, and listen to inform our communication and change strategy

Calibrate, adjust, and remain flexible to stay relevant and on point

Reinforce the VEBA brand in everything we do

Further engage the Board, Communications Council and key district and 
association leaders in the role of champion and peer resource

Get out there and talk to people… even more than before

Begin to focus on communication/education as a benefit to members and not just a 
means to an end to get people to do something

Towers Perrin research shows that providing education to health care consumers 
is a way to convey the idea that an organization cares about an individual's 
wellbeing
This can have both symbolic as well as real impact on people's views of their 
organizations and the way they behave in the health care system
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QUESTIONS?


