
  
 
 
 

Personal health records star in cost-control push  
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Companies are considering a new approach to 
keeping a lid on health-care costs: providing personal 
health records for their employees. 
 
The records they’re talking about aren’t manila file 
folders full of handwritten notes, though; these are 
Web-based, interactive health records able to spot 
possible problems, like a drug combination that could 
trigger an adverse reaction and alert the employee 
involved via e-mail. 
 
Companies hope that such records will cut back on 
medical errors and make the health-care system more 
productive. In fact, EMC Corp., which has been 
providing employees with such records since 2004, 
credits personal health records with limiting the 
annual increases in its health-care costs over the last 
two years.  
 
Illustrating just how interested businesses are in this 
approach, Intel and five other big companies—
Applied Materials, BP America, Cardinal Health, 
Pitney Bowes and Wal-Mart—joined forces last fall to 
build Dossia, a program that will provide Web-based 
personal health records for the 5 million employees 
and dependents for whom the companies provide 
health benefits. 
 
Each company put up $1.5 million to defray the cost 
of developing Dossia.  
 
Employees will control Dossia’s records, which will 
contain information gathered from medical claims, lab 
tests and pharmacy benefit management systems, 
explained Colin Evans, the director of policy and 
standards for Intel’s digital health group and also a 
member of Dossia’s board.  

 
Increasing the use of technology in the health-care system should boost productivity and thus cut costs, Mr. 

Intel, Wal-Mart, Applied Materials and others join to create Web-based 
system to improve care and lower costs
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HERE’S TO YOUR HEALTH (COSTS) EMC senior director of 
benefits Delia Vetter said using personal health records helped 
keep the company’s health-care-cost increase in the single digits 
over the last two years, well below the national rate. 
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Evans said, and providing Web-based personal health records to employees will create an environment 
where employees push their doctors to use the technology. 
 
“If you see a doctor writing a prescription by hand, more and more patients will realize that’s a potentially fatal 
event in their life and they’ll be asking, ‘Why can’t you send that electronically to the pharmacy and to 
Dossia?’” he said. 
 
Health-care companies like Aetna and UnitedHealth are rolling out personal health records for customers, as 
are third-party providers like WebMD. But Mr. Evans said employers are best positioned to put together 
comprehensive health records for their employees because the records offered by a health-care insurer might 
not have data from employees’ previous insurers or from doctors outside that health-care company’s system. 
“The fragmented nature of the U.S. health-care system means there is real value to the employee in getting 
all this data vacuumed up into one place,” he said. 
 
The companies backing Dossia expect that it will save them money on health-care costs down the line. Intel 
commissioned a study from Mercer Consulting estimating that a records system provided by an insurance 
carrier could trim a company’s health-care costs by 1.8%, and fully implementing Dossia could save 
companies as much as 6.7% annually.  
 
Mr. Evans noted that Intel spends about $500 million a year on health-care benefits. Saving almost 7% of that 
would be meaningful, he said, adding, “We believe it at least enables us to control our health-care costs to be 
at [the rate of] inflation, rather than two to three times inflation.” 
 
Brian Golden, a senior associate at Mercer, said his firm identified 16 ways that personal health records might 
save money, for example, by identifying opportunities for employees to use generic rather than brand-name 
drugs or by encouraging them to shift to more efficient treatments.  
 
Personal health records also play a role in companies’ efforts to promote employee wellness and make 
workers better health-care consumers. 
 
EMC, the computer-storage company based in Hopkinton, Mass., has been providing personal health records 
to its 18,000 employees since 2004. Delia Vetter, EMC’s senior director of benefits, emphasized that the 
records are part of a broader company strategy aimed at creating a healthy workplace and using technology 
to encourage consumerism among employees. 
 
EMC’s employees access their personal health records via a Web portal. A worker’s record shows doctors 
appointments and other medical services they have accessed and leads them to additional information about 
conditions they are being treated for. 
 
The record also shows the cost of health-care services, listing the co-pays and deductibles that come out of 
the employee’s pocket, as well as what the company paid. “The individual may spend $600 out of pocket, 
while $20,000 of health-care services were delivered,” Ms. Vetter said. “It provides [employees] with the true 
cost of care.” 
 
EMC is currently working on a number of improvements to the personal health records, Ms. Vetter said, 
including making records portable and making it easier for employees to give doctors access by creating new, 
limited-time passwords that they can share with health-care providers. EMC is also in the process of adding 
lab results to the records, as well as biometric data like blood-sugar levels and blood-pressure readings. The 
biometric measures will allow doctors or health coaches in the company’s disease management programs to 
monitor employees’ conditions, she said. 
 
EMC’s health-care strategy seems to be panning out: Over the last two years, it posted increases to its 
health-care costs in the “mid to high single digits,” which was “well below the national average,” Ms. Vetter 
said. An Aon survey showed 2005 health-care cost increases ranged from 13% to 14%, and 2006 increases 
from 11% to 14%. 
 
Aetna is currently testing personal health records with some of its big customers, and Meg McCabe, head of 
medical and e-health products at Aetna, said that companies piloting the program tend to be focused on 
health promotion. “They have found that this is an excellent tool for individuals to get a complete picture of 
their health and ask those questions that you want them to,” such as whether they’ve had the right checkups 
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or whether their children have gotten their shots, Ms. McCabe said. 
 
Jeff Munn, head of health-care design and development at Hewitt Associates, said there are a number of 
challenges in the effort to implement personal health records. For one thing, the many systems for providing 
such records being launched by health-care providers, third parties and employers are not necessarily 
compatible.  
 
There’s also a limit to the amount of information available in digital form. For example, most doctors still 
maintain paper records rather than entering information into computers.  
 
Mr. Munn said employers that are considering offering employees personal health records should look for a 
system that addresses such issues as adverse drug reactions, duplication of care and quality measures for 
providers. “Those tools can make it much more powerful than a record is on its own,” he said. 
 
Mercer’s Mr. Golden argued that the real value in personal health records will come when systems go beyond 
alerting employees to possible problems and make it easier for them to do something about a problem. For 
example, he said, a message about a possible drug interaction might include a link that employees could click 
on to schedule an appointment with their doctor. FW 
 
 
URL for this article: 
http://www.financialweek.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=/20070611/REG/70608012/1036

Page 3 of 3FinancialWeek Print Article

6/11/2007http://www.financialweek.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=/20070611/REG/70608012/103...


