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HEALTH INDUSTRY Updated August 15, 2013, 6:04 p.m. ET

Associated Press

The Penn State University campus in State 
College, Pa. 

By ANNA WILDE MATHEWS and TIMOTHY W. MARTIN

Pennsylvania State University employees are protesting a new wellness program that requires them 
to provide detailed health information or pay penalties that can total $1,200 a year, in an unusually 
public backlash against an increasingly common employer practice.

An online petition calling for the program to be canceled, launched by Penn State art-history 
professor Brian Curran, has gathered more than 2,000 signatures. Associate professor of political 
science Matthew Woessner has called publicly, in a letter on a faculty-group website and in a 
column for a local newspaper, for university employees to resist the initiative through steps such as 
giving "nonsense" answers to a health questionnaire. Both professors have raised concerns about 
privacy and said the effort is coercive.

Employer wellness programs offering financial carrots 
and sticks have been growing for years. According to a 
survey conducted last fall by the National Business 
Group on Health and Fidelity Investments, 86% of 
employers were linking incentives to health-related 
activities this year, up from 57% in 2009. The most 
common activities were filling out health-risk 
assessments, getting biometric screenings and 
participating in smoking-cessation programs.

Penn State's program will charge employees $100 a 
month starting in January if they—and covered 
spouses—don't fill out the health questionnaire and 

certify that they are having a physical exam. To avoid the penalties, employees also must get 
biometric screenings, including blood-sugar and cholesterol tests and body-mass index 
measurements. 

A university spokeswoman said Penn State was "addressing cost concerns on multiple fronts, and 
the change is to empower employees to be more informed about their health status and health 
risks." 

The university has said the results would be used to help employees identify ways they could 
improve their health, including resources to help with weight loss and exercise.

Dow Jones Reprints: This copy is for your personal, non-commercial use only. To order presentation-ready copies for distribution to your colleagues, clients or customers, 
use the Order Reprints tool at the bottom of any article or visitwww.djreprints.com

Penn State Employees Protest Wellness Effort
Petition Calls for Cancellation of Program That Asks Workers to Provide Health Information or Face Penalties 
of Up to $1,200 a year

Page 1 of 3Penn State Employees Protest Wellness Program - WSJ.com

8/16/2013http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887323455104579014653816536802.html



Penn State won't have access to individual employees' results, only aggregated, de-identified totals, 
complying with federal health-privacy law, the spokeswoman said. 

Still, Dr. Woessner said he was concerned that the contractor employed by Penn State might not be 
able to adequately protect the data. Penn State has said the contractor will keep the information 
secure.

In an Aug. 9 letter to employees, Penn State's president, Rodney Erickson, said the changes were 
aimed at reducing costs as the university tries to hold down tuition. Penn State's health-care costs 
are projected to grow 13% in 2013-14 from the previous year if it doesn't trim the tab, he wrote, and 
previous "voluntary programs for health and wellness" have drawn little participation.

Penn State also plans to start charging workers a $100 monthly fee to get coverage for their spouses 
if the spouses are eligible for health benefits through their own employers. A third new initiative 
levies a $75-a-month penalty on tobacco users. Dr. Curran's petition calls for those efforts to be 
canceled as well.

It is relatively rare for employees to publicly protest such efforts. CVS Caremark Corp. this year 
asked employees to report measures such as blood sugar and body fat, or pay a $600 penalty. The 
move sparked objections from employees and workers' rights groups. More than 80% of covered 
CVS Caremark employees ultimately completed the wellness activities, according to a 
spokeswoman.

The 2010 federal health-care law is increasing the size of incentives that employers can tie to 
workers' results on health measures such as cholesterol levels. However, there is no federal cap on 
penalties tied to activities that aren't linked to employees' health status, such as filling out 
questionnaires, said Steven P. Noeldner, a partner at Mercer, a unit of Marsh & McLennan Cos.

The Penn State penalties are at the high end, according to polls of employers. A 2012 Mercer survey 
found that at large employers, the median maximum annual incentive—which could be a reward or 
a penalty—for filling out a health-risk assessment was $150. However, a handful of employers go 
much further, according to the National Business Group on Health survey—they yank workers' 
coverage altogether if they don't complete wellness requirements.

The Mercer survey also found that among large employers offering wellness programs, 42% used a 
financial reward as an incentive, and 15% had a financial penalty. Penn State has said that to 
structure its program as a reward rather than a penalty, it would have had to inflate employees' 
premium charges and then offer a discount to workers, an approach it said was wasn't "fiscally 
responsible." 

Dr. Curran said he objected to the "incredibly invasive character" of the questionnaire. According to 
screen shots provided by Dr. Woessner, the questions include details about employees' diet, 
emotional state and history, alcohol and recreational drug use, and health—including whether they 
had recently driven after drinking too much and whether they perform regular testicular self-
exams. 

Dr. Curran also pointed to continuing debate over the cost-effectiveness of many employer wellness 
programs. 

In a study commissioned by the federal government, Rand Corp. researchers said their analysis 
suggested that participating in a wellness program over five years was "associated with a trend 
toward lower health care costs and decreasing health care use," but the effect wasn't big enough 
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overall to be statistically significant. The study also said some published research has shown cost 
decreases, but other evaluations haven't. 

Critics argue that the programs often cost more to implement than they can save. "The numbers 
don't add up," said Al Lewis, president of Disease Management Purchasing Consortium 
International, a group that includes employers and health insurers. 

Write to Anna Wilde Mathews at anna.mathews@wsj.com and Timothy W. Martin at 
timothy.martin@wsj.com

A version of this article appeared August 16, 2013, on page B6 in the U.S. edition of The Wall 
Street Journal, with the headline: Penn State Workers Protest Wellness Plan.
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