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ABOUT US  
Information is power, this is the Bainbridge deliverable. 

 

Bainbridge is a Forbes top-rated, research and strategy firm founded out of MIT in 1975. 
Our proven methodologies coupled with our multi-faceted, global teams have provided 
unparalleled insights to the Global 500 and beyond. Over the years, a group of 
consultants, executives, MIT professors, economists and investment bankers came 
together to provide higher-value, results-oriented, business-advisory services through 
Bainbridge. Today, Bainbridge continues to push the boundaries in corporate strategy 
by employing machine learning techniques and groundbreaking technologies. For 
decades, Bainbridge has been offering services which foster growth, drive business 
capture, inform market positioning tactics, and optimize business performance.  

 

Key Strengths 

 
 

Who We Are TODAY 

Bainbridge’s strategy is tech 
enabled, relying on Artificial 
Intelligence and Machine Learning 
to build a competitive advantage. 
Bainbridge prides itself on Robust 
Business Development and Data 
Sourcing practices that provides 
highly accurate access to global 
company information.    Massachusetts Institute of Technology “The Great Dome” 
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NATIONAL BENEFIT TRENDS 
The pandemic as a catalyst for 
disruption in the benefits industry 

The health and employee benefits 
industry has experienced more 
innovation and change in the past five 
years than the last two decades 
combined. After decades of premiums 
rising in excess of 10% annually 
nationwide, employers are actively 
seeking alternative methods for cost 
containment. The days where employers 
were passive in the benefits process has 
long passed.  

Today’s COVID-19 global pandemic 
further compounds employer price 
sensitivities and enrollment disruption, a 
trend noted by brokers and executives 
across eight regions including Boston, 
New York, Cleveland, Seattle, Phoenix, 
Kansas City, Detroit, and Pittsburgh. 
Large groups are self-funding, leveraging 
captives, and changing risk strategies for 
coming years. Even small- to mid-sized 
employer groups with less than 500 
employees are exploring carve-out 
options, expanding drug tiers, and fully-
insured innovations in plan design. 

The role of digital technology and data 
analytics in the employee benefits 
industry is fundamentally shifting as well. 
Best-in-class brokerages and health 
benefit consultants are leveraging payer 
programs that leverage member 
utilization data and wellness program 
incentives to drive improved employee 
population health, decreasing 
expenditures long term. Specialty 
pharmacy management and expanded 
drug tiers are high priorities amongst 
cost sensitive employers. 

In an industry experiencing disruption 
and extreme pressure for downward 
pricing, broker teams are filling roles as 
educators, advocates, negotiators, 
innovators, and knowledge holders. 

The importance of the broker 
relationship in 2021  

For decades, the U.S. healthcare system 
has discussed the concept of ‘agility’ – 
seeking to transform and mobilize 
people and processes rapidly when 
under pressure.  

In many regards, however, our healthcare 
system had not been prepared for the 
events that were to unfold. The world 
watched as COVID-19 rapidly spread 
across the globe in a matter of weeks 
and days in late 2019 and early 2020.  

Our clients came to us concerned for 
their communities, businesses, and loved 
ones. Bainbridge explored the impact of 
this modern pandemic by asking 
questions to thought leaders and 
executives across the broker industry.  

Resiliency and agility began to take a 
new and more defined form. As fellow 
strategists and business leaders, we 
welcome you into this conversation.   

“The most significant change that I've 
seen is the role that the employer plays 
in the purchase decision. Decisions 
have always been dominated by the 
regulators in the insurance industry 
and the employer as a consumer has 
been a passive participant paying the 
bill. Those days are long gone, and it 
changes the way we need to show up 
as brokers as well.” - Executive Vice 
President, Employee Benefits, U.S. 
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The commercial market is primed for 
innovation leveraging technology 
and analytics to drive cost savings  
Against the backdrop of COVID-19, 
employers of all sizes are re-examining 
ways of minimizing the disruption of 
health benefits upon the 2021 renewal 
season, while also pursuing long-term 
cost-savings strategies that attract and 
retain best-in-class employees.  

As the cost of care nationally continues 
to rise, so too does employer interest in 
playing an active role in the benefits 
design and execution processes. Even 
small groups with less than 100 lives are 
beginning to try higher risk benefit 
designs such as carving out pharmacy, a 
trend that was uncommon even as soon 
as five years ago.  

Employers are self-funding despite 
volatile utilization trends  
Self-funding is increasingly common 
amongst regional employers covering 
anywhere from 50 to 3,500+ lives. 
Compared to fully-insured plans, self-
insurance reduces mandated state 
benefits costs, premium taxes, and ACA 
fees. Regional self-funded groups can 
join coalitions for pharmacy benefits, and 
purchase stop loss from health plans to 
lower the financial risks and 
administrative burdens associated with 
self-funded options. The trend towards 
self-funding is noteworthy given the 
sharply increased risk associated with 
self-funded options. The finding that 
employers are increasingly pursuing 
these options suggests employers are 
willing to execute higher risk strategies 
for the opportunity to contain costs.  

Carve-out pharmacy strategies are 
driven by continued consolidation  
Health plans have been vertically 
integrating with pharmacy benefit 

managers and retail pharmacies for the 
past few decades. Carving-out pharmacy, 
perceived as a long-term option for 
increased transparency and 
customization in pharmacy design, is 
gaining greater traction across medium 
and large employer groups as a result of 
growing consolidation of health plans 
and pharmacy benefit managers.  

Specialty drug management will be 
critical in coming years 
As the cost for specialty pharmacy 
continues to rise, so too has employer 
attention and interest in cost 
containment in the pharmacy space. 
Advanced clinical programs leveraging 
drug tiers and specialty rebate programs 
are commonly cited strategies to 
mitigate specialty expenditures. the 
recent turbulence in the U.S. job market 
may also result in an employer paying 
significant expenses for an employee 
who many only be at the company for a 
short time period. Mitigating this risk and 
finding an intermediate solution is front 
of mind for many executives. 

Pricing continues to play an 
important role in benefits selection  
Price remains top priority in health plan 
and pharmacy benefit manager selection 
within commercial groups.  An increase 

“The one area that we see as a 
grave concern in 2021 and beyond, 
is this huge wave of high-priced 
drugs that are sitting at the FDA 
waiting approval. What most 
people do not realize is that these 
expensive drugs can shatter the 
insurance business model. You 
could have one person in your 
population that you didn’t predict, 
and it changes your entire result. It 
could be just one person.” – 
President, Regional Health Plan 
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in premiums of more than 10% annually 
was cited as a key driver for fully-insured 
employers to consider switching health 
plans. Small- to mid- sized groups are 
turning to level-funded health plan 
options as a cost-savings technique that 
gives returns on unused claims, followed 
by reference-based pricing despite 
billing challenges for employees.  

Narrow networks are applauded or 
refuted depending on the employer  
Narrow network plans allow for an 
estimated 10-15% decreases in costs to 
clients, a highly prioritized criteria for 
selection. However, large national 
employer groups may not be willing to 
risk employee satisfaction and long term 
retention over short term cost savings in 
member benefits. This is most markedly 
observed in organizations historically 
labor or union led or employers with high 
competition for skilled labor. 

 For smaller employers, narrow networks 
can be an effective strategy for curtailing 
high healthcare expenditures. Some 
employer groups are even mandating 
the use of high-performance narrow 
networks or incentivizing this option 
through tiered-network plan designs.  

Transparency of patient data helps 
employers to create targeted 
prevention programs and limit 
expenses long term   
Transparency was a prominent driver for 
employer groups in maintaining already 
established partnerships with pharmacy 
benefit managers and health plans, as 
well as searching for new ones. Brokers 
cited a need for greater transparency 
with respect to drug pricing, claims data, 
employee inquiry data, and data 
utilization as savings opportunities for 
employers. 

Optional analysis of employee 
utilization trends is preferred  
Data analytics and cutting-edge 
technology are an area receiving 
mindshare as employer groups seek to 
play a more active role in the benefits 
management process. To contain costs, 
employer groups have expressed interest 
in seeing pharmacy benefit managers 
and health plans alike provide analysis of 
the group’s utilizations to understand 
actionable areas for cost savings.  

Mental and behavioral health 
programs take center stage 
Behavioral health is a rapidly growing 
therapeutic post-COVID. Social isolation 
compounded with rising unemployment 
rates, grief from COVID-induced losses of 
life, and political unrest contributed to 
the onset of mental and behavioral 
health conditions. Many employers hope 
to support their groups with mental 
health programs and preventative 
analytics to identify group needs early on.  

Customer service continues to impact 
employer benefit selections nationally 
Employers and brokers noted strong 
desire for easy access to customer service 
representatives and customization of 
benefit plans. Building rapport with 
carriers and pharmacy benefit managers 
from navigating client dilemmas, 
reducing administrative complexity, or 
understanding service offerings proved 
vital for establishing trust, loyalty, and 
long-term partnerships.   

“All of our employer groups are 
evaluating the impacts of mental 
health through this season, and 
subsequentially, they are evaluating 
the programs offered within the 
health benefits. This was not nearly 
as emphasized in the past.” – 
Director of Employee Benefits 
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REGIONAL BENEFIT TRENDS 

 

Boston is saturated with Fortune 500 
companies who leverage benefits to 
retain top employees. An estimated 80%-
85% of employers within the region are 
unlikely to switch employee benefits 
packages during the 2022 renewal year 
given disruption from COVID-19. Both 
brokers and employers alike seek cost 
containment measures in which health 
carriers and pharmacy benefit managers 
showcase exemplary customer service 
and offer benefit options from voluntary 
wellness benefits and flexible spending 
accounts. Carving-out of pharmaceutical 
benefits remains a popular option for 
increased flexibility. Seamless integration 
and flexibility in drug offerings are top 
selection criterion for employer groups. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Cleveland Clinic Foundation and 
University Hospital Systems have placed 
greater urgency on price-sensitive 
employers to seek cost savings 
strategies. Cost-savings solutions brokers 
and employers have explored include 
contracting with local coalitions with the 
opportunity of obtaining cost efficiencies, 
funneling customers into narrow 
networks, and implementing reference-
based pricing. Collectively, however, 
empowering and educating employers 
to make informed decisions through 
extensive data analytics and member 
utilization information is a top criterion 
considered when evaluating benefit 
options. Employers seek health plans 
who are pursuing a holistic, preventative, 
population health approach to care 
management and adherence tracking. 
Employers seek to collaborate with 
health plans and PBMs who can 
decrease the overall cost to care by 
taking a proactive approach to care 
management.  

BOSTON 

CLEVELAND 

“Data continues to make an 
impact and will grow 
considerably, not just in 
Cleveland but everywhere. 
There's an  emphasis on 
data that is actionable. It is 
not enough to say, ‘this is 
how my health plan is 
delivered.’ Information must 
take a holistic, population-
wide approach.” – Senior 
Benefits Analyst, Cleveland 

 



 

8 | P a g e  
 

MEDICARE, MEDICAID, AND GOVERNMENT PROGRAMS IN A COVID-19 ERA 

BAINBRIDGE CONSULTING 2021 

 

The Detroit market is deeply rooted in a 
union-based workplace culture and a 
strong presence of major automotive 
employers. Many local employers 
leverage benefits to attract and retain 
the employees, which drives a 
willingness to pay for robust benefits 
even for small groups. In recent years, 
however, Detroit’s regional employers 
have taken a proactive approach to the 
health benefits selection process in an 
effort to drive down expenses. Brokers 
and employers have recognized a 
growing demand for self-funding. Mail-
order pharmacy continues to grow and 
advance regionally, given the 
convenience for members of all 
backgrounds. Narrow networks is a 
relatively unpopular benefit design given 
the effort to attract and retain union-
rooted employees.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

The Phoenix region is dominated by 
small to mid-sized groups with 10 to 800 
lives, which strongly influences the 
nuances to employer selection of health 
and pharmacy benefits. Popular regional 
cost-savings methods including 
reference-based pricing, self-funding, 
and level-funding models have gained 
momentum over the past several years, 
even within small groups with sub-50 
lives. This indicated a high regional risk 
tolerance compared to other regions. 
With a majority of Phoenix residents 
receiving care locally, narrow networks 
are similarly growing in popularity.  

 

Seattle offers a unique mix of Fortune 
500 companies and small start-ups. 
Preferences of carriers and pharmacy 
benefit managers varies greatly from 
those interested in leveraging data, to 
others seeking stability in health plans 
and benefits even at the expense of 
greater costs. Seattle, known as the hub 
of technology, is often introduced to new 
entrants ready to disrupt the healthcare 
marketplace and raising consumer 

DETROIT 

PHOENIX 

SEATTLE 
“Pharmacy has more weight than 
medical plans as we spend a lot of time 
going over pharmacy, whereas 10 years 
ago that might not have been the case. 
Pharmacy is a big driver of cost and can 
be so disruptive for change, it's 
becoming very important.” – Employee 
Benefits Executive, Phoenix 

 

SEATTLE 
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expectations. While pharmacy carve-outs 
have been a common method of 
managing drug costs long-term, early 
interventions and screening tools 
devised by up-and-coming vendors have 
provided another cost-effective 
alternative to managing medication. 

 

Kansas City is comprised of small- to 
mid- sized groups. With recent national 
consolidations, health plan options have 
declined, and prices have increased, 
most notably for small groups. To 
compensate, Kansas City employers are 
increasingly choosing self-funding 
models as a way to control spending. 
Employers seek to strike a balance 
between network coverage and price. 
While Kansas City’s heavily urban and 
rural populations placed importance on 
maintaining network coverage, employer 
groups tended to change providers over 
price increases rather than customer 
service or coverage issues. 

Pittsburgh is considered by many 
brokers within the region as a laggard in 
health benefit developments. With the 
recent disruption in status quo between 
UPMC and Highmark, brokers and 
employers are experiencing changing 
group preferences and dynamics. Self-
funded, coalition and carved-out plans 
are gaining further mindshare in the 
region, along with carving-out of 
benefits. There remains greater need for 
pricing transparency and regional 
educational awareness on the role 
pharmaceutical benefit managers have 
in the health space. 

 

 

 

Upstate New York, segmented into the 
Buffalo and Rochester regions, is heavily 
characterized by small- to mid- sized 
employer groups. With the health 
insurance market severely limited to less 
than a handful of options, and steadily 
rising costs, groups of all sizes are looking 
for change. Brokers and groups have 
noted the presence of consortiums as a 
possible outlet to controlling costs, along 
with operating with independent 
pharmaceutical benefit managers. 
Compared to other regions, carving-out 
strategies have proven ineffective due to 
administrative oversight. 

Bainbridge has produced a second report 
evaluating the Medicare and Medicaid markets in 
the wake of COVID-19. Please inquire if you would 
like a copy. 

 

KANSAS CITY 

PITTSBURGH 

BUFFALO 

ROCHESTER 
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IMPLICATIONS FOR BROKERS 
 

The role of the broker has changed more in the last 10 years than in the last 50 
combined. Employers of all sizes take more onus on designing benefits plans to retain 
employees and in pursuing cost-savings initiatives, the duties of the broker are 
expanding to that of managing various health plans and pharmaceutical benefit 
designs. Areas receiving mindshare among brokers includes pricing, data transparency, 
customized benefit plans, and individualized member experience.  

 

 

Fostering employer engagement and 
communication ensures satisfaction 
As employers invest more time and 
resources into benefits planning, there is 
a burgeoning interest in understanding 
benefits design options, implementation 
needs, and outlining longer term cost 
saving strategic opportunities. Frequent 
communication with pharmacy benefit 
managers and health plans, along with 
upfront dialogue about client and benefit 
design needs will be imperative for long 
term employer satisfaction. 

Knowledge expertise remains critical 
to long term client retention 
The role of the broker extends beyond 
that of a salesperson, but as an advisor 
who is up to date with clinical  

 

implications, benefit innovations, and 
long-term cost saving opportunities. As 
the COVID-19 pandemic casts a looming 
shadow on the current and future 
business affairs of small to large 
employers, groups are not only seeking 
answers to mitigate high expenditures, 
but creative health benefit alternatives. 

Clinical pharmacy expertise is 
increasingly important  
Clinical pharmacy benefit is an 
increasingly significant skillset 
emphasized by brokers nationwide. 
Finding specialty solutions for clients 
requires an understanding of employer 
needs. It is here that underwriting teams 
becoming increasingly important in 
custom benefit periods. 

Employers are becoming more sophisticated in today’s modern landscape. 
As a broker, we must give them the whole spectrum of possibilities, from all 
different types of funding mechanisms and payer options. We have to be able 
to articulate those and explain that with data to help your employers make 
the most informed decisions. If we, don't someone else will. - Employee 
Benefits Executive 
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A CONTINUED CONVERSATION 

THE 2021 WEBINAR SERIES 
The U.S. healthcare system is in a period of rapid growth and adaptation towards holistic 
care through efficient means. Equitable access to care, cost of care, and quality of care 
continues to be the three pillars this industry will continue to be built on. 

In this industry as well as numerous others nationally and globally, the concept of agility 
is no longer paired in our minds with theory or ideal wishes. Resiliency and agility will 
continue to be this industry’s everyday mode of operation.  

 

 

 

Please join us in continuing this discussion through our coming 
webinar series, “Innovation in a COVID-19 Era”. Over this monthly series, 
starting in March 2021 and continuing through this year, we will be 
speaking with other thought leaders in the payer, provider, regulatory, and 
strategy verticals within healthcare.  Bring your questions and join this 
dialogue.  

The Bainbridge team supports the Fortune 1000 in building strategy for some of the 
most complex global questions in dynamic business ecosystems. We welcome your 
inquires and comments and look forward to continuing the conversation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Innovation | Data |  Insurance | Social Determinants of Health 

Resiliency and agility will continue to be this 
industry’s everyday mode of operation. 
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METHODOLOGY 
Bainbridge has a unique research methodology that benefits from firsthand industry 
perspectives to thoroughly analyze industry dynamics. Bainbridge spoke with experts 
across the healthcare industry to identify the needs, perceptions, and decision criteria 
from key Health Groups, States, and Employers in the Medicare and Medicaid markets.  

The objective for this study was to gain insight into the macro-level regional trends from 
the broker perspective to understand nuances in preferences for employee benefits 
design, selection criterion priorities, concerns receiving mindshare, and opportunities 
for payer improvement. Bainbridge sought to identify real time insights by interviewing 
a total of 233 benefit decision makers from 185 brokerages, representing brokerages 
large and small across eight regions in the United States. 
 

The eight regional studies were staggered on six to eight-week intervals from 
November 2018 to September 2020.  

This mosaic of gathered information was synthesized to understand strategy from every 
vantage point, including perspectives that have not previously been explored or 
understood. 

 

Bainbridge interviewed 

233 brokers 

representing 

125 brokerages 
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AWARDS AND RECOGNITION  
Over the past five years (2015-2020), Bainbridge has been recognized by 
Forbes Magazine as one of “America’s Best Management Consulting 
Firms.” The 2020 award recognized Bainbridge’s consulting expertise in 14 
distinct business categories ranging from Chemicals & Pharmaceuticals, 
to Construction & Infrastructure.  
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Disclaimers 

 
The intent of this White Paper is to provide an overview of the current state of 
employee health benefits across several regions in the United States. The data 

does not constitute recommendations or other advice about the employee health 
benefits space, and the user is not obligated to utilize or accept any information 
represented in this White Paper for use within their organization(s). The decision 

to exercise any information provided is the sole responsibility of the user, and 
implementation of data contained does not guarantee full compliance with 

applicable rules, laws or regulations regarding employee health benefits. Data 
provided throughout the White Paper, even if applicable more broadly, cannot 

take into consideration various factors that may affect specific situations or 
individuals. Furthermore, practices highlighted within the White Paper cannot be 

viewed as, nor intended to offer, legal advice.  
 

The Content provided does not account for consulting, investment, legal, 
insurance, or any other type of professional advice, and should be used with 
respect to the services of a Bainbridge consultant and any other professional 

affiliates who have knowledge of the user’s situation. 
 

Bainbridge does not warrant that the Content will be accurate, timely, or 
otherwise correct. Bainbridge may make changes at any period. Bainbridge 
assumes no responsibility of any kind, written or oral, expressed or implied, 

including but not limited to omissions and completeness of information. 
Bainbridge shall in no event whatsoever assume responsibility to licensee or any 
other party for incidental, consequential, indirect, or similar damages, including 

damages for economic loss or lost data, even if Bainbridge has been notified of, or 
the possibility such loss. For the purposes of this section, the term “Bainbridge” is 

exclusively Bainbridge Consulting.  
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