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Does national
vs. local service
delivery make
a difference?

By David A. Sharar
and William White

rofessionals say they're con-
cerned about quality erosion
as a result of the recent trend
toward national vendors dominating
administration of local employee as-
sistance programs, according to a re-
cent U.S. survey that measured dif-
ferences in perceptions of ethical
problems between respondents work-
ing for national and local/regional EA
firms.

The survey found, among other
things, that a majority of EA profes-
sionals say that quality of service is
compromised by subcontractors who
may lack knowledge and competence,
that out-of-state administration may

constrain local response time, and
that enrolled local companies may
lack elements of a comprehensive
EAP, such as adequate training of su-
pervisors to identify troubled work-
ers.

Over the past few years, a series of
mergers has yielded a tremendous
concentration of U.S. employees cov-
ered by for-profit, nationally based
EA vendors. In fact, 10 vendors now
manage 75 percent of EAP enroll-
ment in the country — with Magel-
lan Behavioral Health, Managed
Health Networks and Value Options
comprising the Top Three.

As EA service control becomes

¥

concentrated and structured into mas-
sive delivery networks, examining eth-
ical perceptions of professionals who
work for national, local and regional
vendors may offer some insights on
this market trend.

National firms tend to be ven-
dors based in private, for-profit
stockholder or investor-owned cor-
porations that offer programs
throughout the United States as well
as internationally. Local/regional
firms tend to be based in not-for-
profit behavioral health agencies or
health systems as a division or spe-
cialized program, or based in local
proprietor-owned programs, cither
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asa stand-alone EAP or an extensmn

_ ofa prrvate group practrce

| Concerns over
_service quality

Interestingly, 71 percent of respon-, ‘
dents employed by national vendors —
_ who arguably have some duty of loyal-
ty to their employers — say they are
' 'concerned that EA service quahty is

assume control of local aspecrs of ser- ;

vice delivery,
Sotne 71 percent of re-

_spondents who work for
large, national for-prof-
it EA firms mdlcat- '

ed that the

“shift from
local/re- ~ ™
_ gional vendors
_ to national ven-
_dors sometimesor
frequently com-
promises the qual-
ity of care.” Simi-
larly, 82 percentof
_respondents em-
~ ployedbylocal/re- ,

_gional EA firms expressed
the same concern.

- Surveyed profession-
als alluded to two prima-
ry related concerns:
First, they questioned

the degree of knowledge and sophrs» -
~ tication among subcontracted FA

_providers. Most national vendors
contract with “network providers,” af-

filiates or independent contractors

Who can be used on an as-needed ba-

_ sis to provide services in locations

whete national vendors clo not have

staff members or offices,

Respondents suggested that these
subcontractors, while licensed, some-

' subcontractors who lacked rudrmenta—

ty understanding of EA core functions,
_ such as conducting a screenmg for
chemrcal dependency, managrng a su—'
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_pervisory referral, or having some

_knowledge of the relationship be-
tween personal i issues and Workplace "

- producrmry - '
Secondly; surveyed professronale

, crted a missing connection to the lo-
cal workplace when communica-
_tions, decisions and account manage-
ment migrates to an out-of-state

iheadquarters The local subcontrac—rf

vrntegrated wn:h thc local employer

How the Survey
Was Conducted

The survey questionnaire used rating
scales and open-ended questions and was sent
to a random sample of EA professionals from
various regions of the United States. Respondents
indicated perceived frequency of various ethical
problems based upon direct observation and ex-

perience over the past five years.

A total of 272 questionnaires out of 632
were returned, a 43 percent return rate.

The survey focused on identifying ethical
issues perceived as occurring “frequently” —
more than 10 observations — and
times,” between four and 10 observations. Findings here
focus on the differences between local/regional and na-
tional EA players, with some inferpretation and commen-
tary regarding related environmental and financial issues.

and has httle motivation to burld 2

close and consultative relatronshrp' .
with the local employer, particularly ~
r e missing, The emergence of national
_models of EA delivery, with the “con-
. vemence of a single-point-of-con- |
tract,” distances the concerns of the
local employer from the local EA pro-
vider and dilutes the workplace em-
phasis that EAPs hrstoncally brmg o
the table.

when the subcontractor has signed a

_non-compete clause wrrh the natmnal .

vendor.

- One respondent commented that ,
“Pm essentially a bottom feeder in my

_ own market, waiting for the occasion-
al referral. I've never even been to the
local employer's work site or had a
conversatron Wlth their human re-

Basmally, I'm the local problem as«y |
sessment/ counselmg resource on be-

half of [national vendor] and provnde

0o real work—based services to the 10—,

“some-

cal company I clont thmk Ive ever had
a supervisory referral.”

Frequently, the subeontractor is not

~_even known to the local employer. If |
_subcontractors wish to be utilized and
 paid, they must wait for a request for
service from the national EA vendor
headquarters and “adhere to an array
of telephone authorization e
~work requirements,” respondents said.

Critical incidents in the workplace

were referenced as one exampie ofthis

unalrgnment in action.

,‘A rapid and intense lo-

cal: response byasubcon-

~ tractor is severely con-

strained when the inci-
_ dent is being coordinat-
ed by an out-of-state ac-

_ “primary objective is to
~ contain the cost of sub-
. eontractors interven-

tion.” Another example
 cited is the 1arge number

_ of supervisors among

_ geographically diverse
_ multi-location employers

. who rarely or never re-
 ceive EA training on how

| toidentifyand refertrou-

"'bled employees. .
- When the scope of

fectrve and comprehensrve EAP are

The deli

, vendor Is nmr,s mply a technical one. . .

al mvolved in the rmplementatlon and
delivery ofa complete program, with-
_out all rhe key players rec;ewmg mcen— -

d paper-

_count manager whose

eation of roles between -
the local subcontractor and the nation-




 tives 0 mtegrate the EAP wn:h the‘
; fwork site, the claim of a comprehen—,

I d mtegrated program may mere-

of marketmg and contract retennon ‘

~ Low-ball rates

~ Among professionals employed by -
_national vendors, 42 percent of re-
 spondents said that “low-ball raresand
_ bids frequently lead to quality ero-

sion,” This compates to 26 percent of
local/ reglonal players who respondecl
~ similarly.

Most EAPs are prlced usmg capl— ,

,tatlon, ora fixed sum per month or

_EA subcontractors — in order to .

 fll contractual obllgauon to the em-
~ ployer or customer.
The ethlcal breach here, as noted

Credit Counseling
Debt Management
Financial Advice

Our Debt Management Plan

may help your client by:
W Reducing monthly payments
W Reducing interest rates

W Stopping late and over limit
fees

W Creditors stop calling

N Past due accounts brought
current

| M Debts repaid years earlier

The EAP’s Partner

¥t FAMILY

Ml credit Counseling Service

1-800-994-3328

www.familycredit.org
Recording: 1-800-483-7893

‘by respondents, Was to knowmgly put
forth a bid that was 1nsufﬁclent o

. ] ,‘fund the program as proposed
. ,ly be, in some cases, a liberal form of
_ puffing and spinning, under the guise

clo not— at Cllélr best— support st

some respondents called “cheapened”

mediocre EAPs, and — at thelr worst

Instead of finding ways to adequately fund what
EAPs do — or propose to do — the field has ceded
leadership to the invisible hand of market forces,
in effect, becoming its own worst enemy.

that e current pricing scene is ﬁlled' s
 with sometimes amazing examples of
bids so low that under-service and
_under-promotion is practically guar-
_ anteed. The data also indicates that

national vendors are, reportedly, ex-

ed to a climate where the field is vul-

_nerable to ethical breaches in pricing
_ practices. Several respondents men-
~ tioned experiences of bidding strate-

fgles that could probably be termed
_ “predatory.” Unlike the general health-
 care industry, EA vendors have not
_ been successful in negotiating substan-

tive increases in their rates over the past

several years.

Price competition among the blg

 firms and fighting for dominance in

the national market, is fierce. Local
and regional players attempt to justi-

fy why their bid is higher or else scrap
for market share by competing with
' the nationals on price.
~ Instead of finding ways to ade-
quately fund what EAPs do — or pro-
pose to do — the field has ceded lead- ¢
ership to the invisible hand of market
forces, in effect, becommg its own
worst encmy. Despnfe the acrimonious

, competitive bidding process, the field

needs to find ways to converge mutu-

al interests so that funclingstru'ctures '

call themselves EAPs but have very
limited value or workpla
There is an ethical obhgauon tocare- |
fully assess the adequacy of a capita- |
don rate to maka sute that basic EA
periencing this ethical problem ata
higher frequency than local vendors. y' :
Perhaps intense competition for
increased market share (for example,
_ making up loss by gammg volume)
_and slim profits or operating losses
‘among many EA firms has contribut-

oo law to do the }ob

‘ Deceptlon in"marketingi . »

Somie 21 percent of national ven-

,dor respondents report that “service
features and capabilities are frequent- |
ly misrepresented in marketing mate-

rials, presentations, and proposals,”

_compared to 8.5 percent of local and
regional respondents Respondents .
referred to a variety of misrepresenta- |

tions in EA vendor promotxonal mate-

rials and proposals, rangmg from out-

right false claims of capacxty to putting

_ positive spins on certain practices.
Analyzing what this finding means |

is difficult because the general prac-

tice of marketmg/sales,' like politics,

is a social context in which the nor-
mal rules about truth telling are com-
_monly relaxed. For example, the BA
sales representamve is at 2 heavy dis-
advantage in her sales presentation if  §
she admlts toa potentxal purchascr .

credcntlaled and contractual EA afﬁl» ]
iates in your Midwest: locations, but
I'msure our provider relations depart- |
_ment could bu1ld that notwork in the ;

next 120 days.” - o
~ The example of grossly exaggcrat—- -
mg the scope, coverage, avallabzhty -

- EAPDlgest ,Fall 2‘0,01:,, |

phasxs .



and quality of an EA vendor’s affiliate
network in marketlng materials was
 referenced in the survey as 2 common
form of misrepresentation. Another
was the degree to which some nation-
al vendors claim to be workplace-fo-
cused and involved, as though a tele-
phone counselor at the end of an
anonymous 1-800 number has an
understanding of a local employer's
personnel policies and procedures,
work environment, absenteeism and
other issues.

The finding suggests that an un-
known number of EA vendors, like
other competitive business organiza-
tions, employ deceptive mechanisms
to win contracts. Deception, in this
context, refers to the different ways

EEEE—————

Given the perception
by local and national
vendors that ethical
problems related to
EAP pricing and
models of service de-
livery are increasing,
it is counterintuitive
to believe that the
quality of EA services
is improving.
O

sales representatives refrain from tell-
ing the truth about their products and
services,

The degree to which employers and
their employee families are being victim-
ized by deceptive market tactics is un-
known, although national EA vendors
view it as a more frequent phenomenon

than do local/regional vendors.

The quality gap is
alive and well

Given the perception by local and
national vendors that ethical problems
related to EAP pricing and models of

e e e e e e e e i
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service delivery are increasing, com-
bined with an extended period of re-
straint on premium growth, it is coun-
terintuitive to believe that the quality
of EA services is improving. The more
likely scenario is that EAPs could pro-
gressively deteriorate in the midst of
these pricing wars and centralization
of service models. Despite the fact that
EA administrators, account managers
and sales staff are quick to pledge their
heart and soul to quality goals and
services, the quality gap may be alive
and well. :
While the recent short-term
growth of the EA field has been fu-
eled, in part, by low-ball bids, mar-
keting prowess and even ethically
questionable marketing practices,
the long-term health of the field can
only be founded upon a commit-
ment to sustained service quality
and a high level of ethical conduct
in both our clinical and business
practices. B
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