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The health and well-being of employees is an important part of business 
success, and organizations across Canada are turning to insurance solutions 
that boost outcomes while mitigating challenges and risks. This special 
feature will explore how innovation in insurance is helping to address both 
longstanding and emerging needs in Canadian businesses and the people 
they support.

Proposed topic highlights:
MEETING THE NEEDS OF EMPLOYERS. Insurance plans supporting business 
objectives.
EMPLOYEE WELL-BEING. Boosting outcomes through a comprehensive 
approach.
SOLUTIONS. From online tools to virtual care, solutions that help businesses 
thrive.
PREVENTION. Encouraging effective health management and prevention.
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by COVID-19 has

led more companies
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providing digital

health tools as part of
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a growing market,” says C.J. Gordon,
a senior associate and Mercer Marsh
Benefits Health Innovation LABS
leader.
“And technology vendors have

been working to ramp up their capac-
ity to be able to fill the growing need
for digital health innovation,” says Ms.
Gordon, noting that Mercer has met
with over 400 med-tech vendors in
the Canadian marketplace so advisers
can guide employers on options for
reshaping their benefits plans.
Digital health tools align well with

employers’ greater focus on creating
a pro-health work culture, says Suresh
Moorthy, Mercer Marsh Benefits
Digital Solutions leader. This trend
in company benefit plans has been
increasing for some time, and its
importance has been amplified in the
“pandemic-driven” hybrid workplace.
“Helping employees remain

healthy physically and mentally is
more challenging when so many
Canadians are now working from
home and facing stresses as they
attempt to also manage their home
life, care for their children and
handle other responsibilities,” Mr.
Moorthy says. “Digital tools give
employees ready access to services

tracked is “return to work prior
to 150 days” – the point at which
long-term disability (LTD) coverage
begins, Ms. Allan-Reed explains. “In
January 2018, 54 per cent of em-
ployees returned to work before LTD
was required. By September 2021,
that rate was 75.6 per cent.”
The new program included the

following key elements: a disability
management team structured to
focus on different stages of the
disability process; an employer-paid
direct referral process that quickly
connects employees to early inter-
vention services; and transformation
of the “attendance management”
function into “attendance support.”
Fraser Health’s Attendance Sup-

port team is tasked with assisting
employees at earlier stages of their
disability.
“These employees may have high

absence rates, but are not yet on
leave,” Ms. Allan-Reed explains. “If
missed days are due to an ongoing
or chronic health condition, we're
able to work with them proactively
and perhaps change the trajectory
of their disability, enabling them to
remain at work.”
Shifting the focus to attendance

support enables employees to be
more receptive to collaborating with
the DM team. “Our message is one
of teamwork. We are really saying
‘help us understand why you are
struggling and we can support you
to attend work more regularly.’

“We can directly refer employ-
ees to services that Fraser Health
funds, such as a physiotherapist or
a psychologist. We also inform em-
ployees about new online supports
available including internet-based
cognitive behavioural therapy and
a program to support employees
seeking help with problematic
substance use,” she says.

that fit into their busy lives.”
Online health applications and

virtual connections with health-care
professionals also offer more person-
alized services, which helps to create
more social equity in access to health
care, adds Mr. Moorthy.
New digital technologies are en-

abling delivery of health services that
have traditionally required in-person
contact, such as virtual physiotherapy,
where a person can be guided in
rehabilitative exercises through a
combination of demo videos and
professional feedback. And virtual

ergonomic assessments are avail-
able, in which experts can remotely
analyze posture and office setups to
recommend ways to mitigate risk of
musculoskeletal injuries.
Another key area for innovation

has been in supporting mental
health. One in five Canadian
respondents to the 2021 survey have
reported experiencing depression,
anxiety or another mental health
issue.
“Finding a mental health practi-

tioner can be a daunting challenge
– it’s so personal,” Ms. Gordon
says. “The good news is that a lot of
vendors have developed solutions
to make the process much easier. In
some cases, providers offer a short
online assessment that not only
gauges the level of mental stress an
individual has, but it also helps to
match them to a therapist that fits
with their demographic preferences,
such as gender, age, language and
ethnic background.”
There has also been a lot of inno-

vation in terms of self-guided mental
health tools and programs, adds Mr.
Moorthy. “For example, there are
expanded options for internet-based
cognitive behavioural therapy, which
allows individuals to access high-
quality mental health care on their
own terms.”
The Mercer survey found that

Canadian employees have a high
level of trust in digital health solu-
tions that are provided by their
employers. “Particularly in the
new workplace environment, we
can expect employers to expand
digital health investments as they
continue to place a high priority on
employee health and well-being,”
says Ms. Gordon.

n a competitive labour market,
employers who provide digital

health solutions as part of their ben-
efits packages have an edge when
it comes to attracting and retaining
employees.
Research published by benefits

consultancy Mercer shows that
employers and employees in Canada
see digital health benefits and, more
generally, a workplace culture that
promotes health and well-being, as
important drivers of loyalty to one’s
current employer.
The most recent Health on Demand

study was published in September
2021 by Mercer, revealing findings
from surveying 14,000 employees in
13 countries. That includes perspec-
tives frommore than 1,000 Canadian
employees about what they want
when it comes to their health and
well-being. One of the key find-
ings in Canada is that confidence in
telemedicine and other digital health
solutions has soared, with 82 per cent
of employees wanting to continue
using these services to help them find
and access health care, co-ordinate
appointments, communicate with
their health-care providers and self-
manage conditions.
Previous Health on Demand studies

found that enthusiasm for digital
health solutions was already present
prior to the pandemic. The broad
changes produced by the pandemic
– from the growth in tele-work to
increased mental-health challenges
– have moved digital health care in
many cases from the category of
“helpful” into the realm of “essential.”
Employers have taken note; the

2020 study found that 54 per cent of
Canadian employers were planning to
invest more in digital health solutions
over the next five years. It also found
that employees who had access to
more health and well-being benefits
were more likely to report that these
benefits made them less likely to
move elsewhere. And according
to executives from Mercer Canada,
many employers are looking at ben-
efit plan reforms that expand digital
health, and companies that develop
these technologies are innovating at
a quick pace.
“The new work environment

created by COVID-19 has led more
companies to gravitate towards
providing digital health tools as part
of their health benefits. It’s certainly

In 2018, Fraser Health Authority set
a goal to reduce the human and the
financial costs of disability claims
and long work absences associated
with employee illness and injury.
To that end, Fraser Health

developed an innovative program
incorporating best practices in
disability management (DM) and
began implementation early in
2019. The result has been dramatic
improvements to return to work
and long-term disability (LTD) num-
bers – benefits that have continued
in the face of COVID-19 impacts.
Fraser Health is the largest health

authority in British Columbia and
has 36,000 active employees.
Annual LTD claims “per 100

covered lives” decreased from 7.57
in January 2018 (before the new
program was rolled out) to 6.5 in
September 2021. The result was pre-
vention of an estimated $10-million
in LTD direct costs.
“One of our goals is to reduce the

disability financial burden on the or-
ganization,” says Leslie Allan-Reed,
director of absence and disability
management at Fraser Health. “In
health care, savings achieved in
one area can be redirected towards
front-line clinical services, for
example.”
The other goal is to enhance

the health and well-being of the
employees, says Ms. Allan-Reed.
“We wanted to help employees on
medical leave recover and return to
work sooner. Research highlights
that when people are off work due
to disability, the shorter that period,
the better the prospects for their
long-term health.
“Earlier return to work has a fi-

nancial benefit for the employee as
well, as they don’t receive full pay
when on disability leave,” she adds.
Another key performance metric

A September 2020 Mercer survey found that 82 per cent of Canadian employees have confidence in digital
solutions that help them enhance their health and well-being. ISTOCK.COM

Getting a COVID-19 vaccine and taking part in everyday healthy activities like taking a walk
allow Vitality Program members to earn reward points. ISTOCK.COM

Nurses and other health-care providers employed by Fraser Health Authority
in B.C. are less likely to require long-term disability leave thanks to reforms that

include early health interventions. ISTOCK.COM

LIFE INSURANCE INNOVATION: INCENTIVES TO
HELP PEOPLE LIVE LONGER, HEALTHIER LIVES

PROACTIVE SUPPORT AND
EARLY INTERVENTION REDUCE
DISABILITY BURDEN

offering personalized programs
that enable, educate, empower
and incentivize customers to live
longer, healthier lives, and reward
them for the everyday choices they
make to achieve that goal. When
customers participate in Vital-
ity, they earn points for everyday
healthy activities, like taking a walk,
visiting the dentist or taking their
COVID vaccine. The more points
they earn, the greater their potential
for rewards.
We consider insurance to be the

ultimate shared-value industry – by
helping improve health, extend life
and reverse chronic diseases, we can
generate economic value in a way
that also produces value for society
by addressing its challenges.

How has demand for Vitality
tracked since its introduction?
Since introducing Vitality in 2016 in
Canada, we have seen remarkable
and encouraging results from our
members. This reaffirms our belief
that Vitality is the path to the future
for life insurance. Among our Vitality
members in Canada, we’ve seen
a significant jump in the average
number of steps taken compared to

the broader population, along with
logging millions of healthy activities
including walking, swimming and
biking, and earning millions of dol-
lars in rewards. All this to say, Vitality
is working. These proof points are
more reason why we believe Vitality
and behavioural-based insurance
is the future for life insurance in
Canada.

What are the benefits of the
program to both employees and
employers?
Manulife Group Benefits offers this
program to all employees with a
Health Benefit plan with Manulife.
An employee can download the app
and complete a series of questions
that helps them learn about their
current state of health and what ac-
tions they can take to improve their
health – but the bonus is that they
get rewarded for taking action to
improve their health.
For employers, we provide support

to drive campaigns that encourage
members to participate. Healthier
employees are more engaged at
work, more productive and experi-
ence less absenteeism – which is
good for their business.

I

Supporting employee health drives loyalty

Q&A WITH ROB
HOLLINGSWORTH,
VP, HEAD OF DISTRIBUTION,
INDIVIDUAL INSURANCE,
MANULIFE CANADA

What motivated Manulife to depart
from traditional approaches to life
insurance and to innovate with its
Vitality Program?
We’ve invested a great deal to
transform the life insurance owner-
ship experience from one where
consumers get a life insurance
policy, tuck it away and don’t think
about it again. There is a very practi-
cal reason driving our innovation
– today, people are thinking about
their health in terms of holistic
needs; they want solutions that
support their physical, mental and
financial well-being.
This trend only grew due to

the COVID-19 pandemic, with the
importance of baseline health in
ensuring healthier outcomes being
one of the earliest and most consis-
tent data points related to the public
health crisis.
At Manulife, we believe life

insurers are uniquely positioned to
respond to these needs by having
more meaningful and engaging
relationships with our customers.
This is the perspective that led us
to launch Vitality, which combines
life insurance with a technology-
enabled program that offers
education, support, incentives and
rewards designed to help custom-
ers live longer, healthier lives.

What does research tell us about
why Vitality’s model incentivizes
healthier behaviours?
Our “shared value” approach to
insurance is grounded in the social
science of behavioural economics,
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