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Getting paid to
stay healthy

Financial incentives
could encourage people
to adopt healthier
lifestyles —and save
hillions in healthcare
costs in the process

EALTH AUTHORITIES,
increasingly aware that the
unhealthy behaviour of eitl-
zens can add considerably
to the healthcare bill, are
scrambling to find workable solutions.

In particular, the global rise in obesi-
ty, a key factor underlving many chron-
ic diseases, has placed that costly condi
tion at the top of the public health poli-
cy agenda. The World Health Organisa-
tion has determined that obesity ac-
counts for up to & per cent of all health
costs and between 10 and 13 per cent of
deaths in Europe.

Ireland comes second behind the UK
in the OECD European league table of
overweight nations, and our incidence
of obesity has climbed by 40 per cent in
10 years. In order to tackle this and oth-
er health issues, some national health
services are considering the introduc-
tion of financial incentives to encour-
age people to adopt a healthier life-
style.

While such schemes have not been
explored to any great extent here, they
are being evaluated in the UE, the US
and several other jurisdictions. In the
UE, a comprehensive independent re-
view of healthcare funding completed
in 2002 concluded that for the NHS to
be truly viable individuals need to take
greater responsibility for their own
health. This resulted in the publication
of a 2004 white paper, entitled Choas-
ing Health, which explored the option
of incentivising people to pursue
healthy behaviour.
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The UK National Obesity Strategy
snggests that financial incentives
might promote healthy eating, physical
activity and consequent weight loss.
The National Institute for Health and
Clinical Excellence (NICE), an organi-
sation that previously recommended in-
centivising drug users to co-operate
with drug-cessation programmes,
agrees,

Smoking represents another obvious
target. Last year, UK authorities imple-
mented a pilot scheme designed to en-
courage pregnant women to quit. The
Stop Smoking Service offers vouchers
for high street shops to a value of £150
(€£176) if awoman abstains from smok-
ing during her pregnancy and for two
months after the baby's birth. In Dun-
dee, a similar scheme targets the city's
36,000 smokers and offers them food
vouchers worth £12.50 (€14.72) per
weelk if they kick the habit.

In September, the US Senate voted
to adopt measures designed to reward
healthy behaviour as part of the
Obama administration’s overall health-
care reform. At the same time Circula-
tion, the journal of the American Heart
Association, reported that US compa-
nies could reduce health costs and
boost productivity if risk factors for
heart disease were addressed.

It is estimated that 25-30 per cent of
a company’s annual medical expendi-
ture goes on emplovees with obesity,
high blood pressure, high cholesterol
and diabetes. Companies such as Vir-
gin HealthMiles and RedBrick Health
have developed “pay for prevention
schemes™ on behalf of major corpora-
tions.

So how effective are such schemes?
The King’s Fund, an independent chari-
table foundation working to improve
the health system in England, has evalu-
ated the evidence.

In her report, Paying the Patient: Im-
proving Health using Financial Incen-
tives, Dr Karen Jochelson, a research
fellow in policy at the King's Fund, con-
cluded that while these schemes are
easy to implement, they are only effec-
tive when the desired outcome is
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straightforward and short term.

One good example is a pilot scheme
operating in Birmingham and offering
vouchersworth £45 (€£53) to 16-18 year
old girls who agree to receive the HEV
vaccination administered to prevent
cervical cancer. Preliminary results in-
dicate a 20 per cent higher take-up rate
as a result.

These short-term interventions are
designed to either encourage healthy
behaviour such as attending clinic ap-
pointments, receiving vaccinations or
break habitual patterns of damaging be-
haviour. The hope is that once good be-
haviour is established, it will prove to
be resilient.

However, schemes may prove less ef-
fective in situations where long-term
behavioural changes, such as sustained
welght loss, are required. Further-
more, medical practitioners mustn’t
lose sight of their true goal. One US
scheme paid voung girls to attend sexu-
al health classes, but no consequent de-
crease in the rates of sexually transmit-
ted infections was observed.

Implementation of sueceessful
schemes may bring great rewards.
Weight Wins, the company running a
pilot incentivised weight-loss scheme
in Kent, in the UK, calculates that the
NHS could save £1.7 billion in lifetime
medical expenses per million citizens
taking part. A similar outcome could
net our Exchequer savings of almost
£2 billion.

The approach taken here is broadly
in line with an OECD health policy find-
ing that governments “act as a bal
anced and authoritative source of infor-
mation, thus providing elear guidance
to individuals who strugele to cope
with increasingly powerful environmen-
tal influences™. Examples include initia-
tives such as giveupsmoking.ie and
littlesteps.eu.

Perhaps the most effective schemes
nse a combination of different ap-
proaches. Mercy Health Plan in Phila-
delphia increased childhood Immunisa-
tion by rewarding compliant parents
with a $10 (£7.30) voucher. However,
the reward was offered as part of a com-
prehensive programme that included
home visits by registered nurses and on-
going education.

InIreland, schemes such as the Food
Dudes (fooddudes.ie) programme en-
courage primary school children to eat
fruit and vegetables every day, reward-
ing them with small toys. It also pro-
maotes positive role models and offers
children the opportunity to taste
healthy food.

Pilot studies were deemed effective
in stimulating long-lasting behavioural
change among primary school chil-
dren, regardless of socio-economic or
other factors. Rather than simply pay
for healthy behaviour, perhaps this
more considered approach Is the one to
adopt.

ELEANOR
FITZSIMONS
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HEALTH DIVIDEND: INCENTIVES IN ACTION

M In America, a scheme
offering a $10 (€7.30) payment
increased clinic attendance
among patients with
depression from 69 per cent to
86 per cent.

B Attendance at a tuberculosls
clinic increased from 33 per
centto 93 percent amon
active drug users when a
(£3.60) incentive was

offered.

B Completion of a course of
hepatitis vaccinations among
homeless men increased from
23 per cent to B9 per cent when

they received $20 (£14.60) per
morth for six months of
treatment.

M Child immunisations
increased fourfold when
parents were offered a lottery
ticket. Under a similar scheame,
take-up of flu immunisations
increased by almost 50 per
cent.

B The completion of
tuberculosis treatment in
Russla, Eastem Europe and
Latin America was also
incentivised via cash, transport

vouchers and food hampers,

In order to tackle
obesity and other
health issues, some
national health
services are
considering the
intreduction of
financial incentives to
encourage people to
adopt a healthier
lifestyle.
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