
Lessons from a Higher Education Captive: 3 Proven Ways to Help Members 
Navigate the Pandemic

By Cynthia McGrath

As the coronavirus pandemic has decimated large
swaths of the economy, higher education has been hit
partic u larly hard. Many colleges and univer sities were
already experi encing shaky finances before COVID. Sixty 
percent of schools missed their fall 2019 enrollment goals 
according to a February 2020 Chronicle of Higher
Education story. Changing demographics and drops in
inter na t ional enrollment are cited as primary
contri butors. There’s been a signif icant drop in the U.S.
birthrate, leading to projected enrollment declines for the 
foreseeable future. New government policies limited the
number of inter na tional students who generally pay full
tuition prices.

The pandemic has exacer bated these financial
pressures. In September, the American Council on
Education and the TIAA Institute surveyed college
presi dents about their most intense concerns. Forty-three 
percent said long-term financial viability kept them up at 
night. Freshman enrollment plummeted 16.1 percent
nationwide this fall, according to the National Student
Clear ing house Research Center. Overall under graduate
enrollment is four percent lower than it was a year ago.
COVID-related travel bans became effective; foreign
student enrollment dropped 11.2 percent
nationally—16% in New England. Doug Shapiro,
Executive Director of  the National  Student
Clear ing house, noted that the financial impli ca tions from 
minor drops in enrollment can be severe. 

With program cancel la tions and many students
attending classes virtually, revenue from summer school, 
parking fees, and room and board have plummeted. In a 
July New York Times article, Yuval Levin, the founding
editor of National Affairs, said, “The top 20 schools are
probably not going to change. But what is actually
higher education—more than 4,000 univer sities—I think
will change a lot.”

Higher education human resources depart ments
have been on the frontlines of trying to bring costs under 
control. Furloughs, layoffs, early retirement incen tives,
and benefit cuts are strat egies for reducing costs.
Knowing that member insti tu tions were facing
unprec e dented challenges, Educators Health Insurance
Exchange (edHEALTH), the health insurance captive for
23 colleges, univer sities, and other educa tional
insti tu tions, pivoted its strategy from growth to
supporting its members and their faculty and staff —

finan cially, strate gi cally, and emotionally. edHEALTH’s
three key strat egies have helped member schools
navigate the pandemic, and offer a roadmap for other
captive organi za tions:

1. Collaboration Forums for Members

Recog nizing that collab o ration between colleges and
univer sities could help HR depart ments learn from one
another, edHEALTH imple mented bi-weekly virtual
meetings for its member schools toward the end of
March. This approach is in line with author Martin
Lindstrom’s advice, “If I’m living at home, the only
contact I have with work is through a screen, I feel left
out of my tribe, out of the water cooler conver sa tions,”
he said. “People are out of balance because they’re afraid 
and maybe alone. What this means for (captives) is that
it is an oppor tunity to help people feel more in balance
by creating a sense of belonging, comfort, and being part 
of a tribe.”

“Collab o ration has always been one of our strengths, 
and the pandemic increased the impor tance and
usefulness of sharing ideas and best practices,” said
edHEALTH president, A. Tracy Hassett. “Member
insti tu tions needed to get a handle on how the pandemic 
would impact claims, and they also wanted to evaluate
how layoffs, furloughs, and other cost-cutting strat egies
affected their healthcare benefit program. edHEALTH’s
forum has enabled schools to get some answers to these
questions and to share ideas that help their respective
insti tu tions weather this crisis.”

All of the member insti tu tions have taken part in
these bi-weekly and now monthly calls. Average
atten dance ranges from 60-65 people, primarily HR and
financial staff along with their advisors. “edHEALTH’s
member collab o ration has been especially valuable as
each of our schools face the pandemic, and the
ramifi ca tions to our faculty and staff popula tions,” said
Marymichele Delaney, Lasell Univer sity’s Director of
Human Resources. “The edHEALTH Zoom sessions
have offered a strategic venue, allowing us to learn
about best practices at other insti tu tions and to share our 
approach during this unprec e dented time.” She cites the
following topics as those that have been most helpful:
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· Con duct ing suc cess ful em ployee town hall meet ings to
im prove trans par ency, re ten tion, and pro duc tiv ity

· Mo bi liz ing telehealth to fill gaps in care

· Le ver ag ing Em ployee As sis tance Pro grams to ease
fac ulty and staff stress

· Man ag ing on-cam pus health risks for es sen tial work ers

· Plan ning for re turn to cam pus of re mote work ers
edHEALTH provides follow-up e-commu ni ca tions

that recap healthcare-related topics discussed. To
maintain confi den ti ality, edHEALTH captures the
HR-related discus sions, such as furloughs, in a separate
document and posts this to a secure portal so that the
schools can view as needed.

“edHEALTH’s all-member meetings are helpful for
benchmarking our approach to the COVID-19 crisis and
sharing best practices,” said Kevin Pierson, Director of
Benefits and Wellness at Brandeis University. “It’s also a
morale boost to see everyone online during a time when
we are all feeling isolated.” 

David White,  Vice President,  U.S.  Captive
Management Services for AIG, notes that the meetings
have fostered collab o ration by allowing members to ask
each other industry questions with real-time polling
responses during the meeting. “edHEALTH’s smart and
strategic approach to bending the healthcare cost curve
and promoting member school collab o ration provides a
real service to the higher education industry,” he said.

“Among the reasons Bennington College decided to
join edHEALTH was the oppor tunity to connect with
other colleges and univer sities,” said Heather Faley,
Director of Human Resources for Bennington College,
which joined edHEALTH in July. “Sharing infor mation
and best practices to navigate the waters in these times
of uncer tainty is especially valuable.”

To continue the teamwork momentum, edHEALTH
held a June member school walking challenge. Member
insti tution faculty and staff competed against other
schools for prizes based on steps walked. Boston College, 
the winning insti tution, received the coveted “Walk this
Way edHEALTH Walking Challenge” trophy. 

2. Employee Engagement Communications 

Benefit commu ni ca tions are critical for attracting and 
retaining employees while improving health outcomes,
well-being, and overall job satis faction. MetLife’s 2020
Employee Benefits Trends Study found that employees
who under stand their benefits report higher rates of
holistic wellness than those who don’t under stand their
benefits (49% compare to 15%).  Clear,  t imely
commu ni ca tions about employee benefit features and
how to use them can increase their results, especially
during extreme circum stances like COVID-19, according
to the study.

Employee commu ni ca tions play an important role in
reducing healthcare costs.  The Massa chu setts Health

Policy Commission found that lack of patient education,
knowledge, and avail ability of infor mation creates a
barrier for individuals to choose the best value health
insurance and the right setting to seek care. As a result,
people choose high-cost health insurance plans, avoid
community hospitals, and go to the ER or urgent care
when it is not necessary. These behaviors drive up costs
for patients and their employers.

edHEALTH insti tuted a series of commu ni ca tions to
help its member college and university HR staff
commu nicate timely and important infor mation to their
employees: how to avoid the coronavirus, identi fying the 
symptoms of COVID-19, and services available through
telehealth. In part due to increased awareness of these
benefits, the number of visits jumped almost 25,000 over
the previous year during the first six months of 2020.
Telehealth also filled an important need for mental
health services: 24%-32% of all visits were for behav ioral
health, depending on the school.

“Part of our value propo sition is to control
healthcare costs for faculty, staff and educa tional
insti tu tions,” said Tracy Hassett. “We know HR and
benefits staff are overwhelmed as the result of COVID,
and we’ve made a conscious effort to be there to support 
our HR and benefit colleagues by providing them with
infor mation that’s beneficial to them and their staff. By
providing this service, we’re taking pressure off them to
commu nicate relevant and useful infor mation to their
employees.”

edHEALTH is continuing to expand its library of
engagement commu ni ca tions to help employees
under stand and navigate their benefit options. For open
enrollment, edHEALTH produced or is in the process of
distrib uting a variety of commu ni ca tions: a glossary of
terms to help employees under stand their healthcare
options; tips on how to save money on prescription drug 
costs; and benefit changes effective January 1, 2021. The
organi zation is also solic iting its member insti tu tions for
requested future commu ni cation topics.

3. Thought Leadership Content

One of the many lessons of COVID is that it’s
important to be nimble as we weather these difficult
times. The pandemic has decimated the healthcare
industry as provider groups closed or limited their
practices and canceled or postponed elective proce dures.
Patients also stayed away to avoid potential exposure.
The effects of reduced 2020 healthcare costs, surge in
mental health needs, and continued escalation of
prescription drug costs will have long-term impacts to
the edHEALTH captive, and it’s important to plan so
that the organi zation and its members can respond
strate gi cally and effec tively. 
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“Higher ed and healthcare have been impacted
perhaps exponen tially more than other indus tries due to
COVID,” said Tracy Hassett. “edHEALTH is making it a
priority to position the captive to be sustainable for
current members and for potential member schools
looking for oppor tu nities to save money.”

With strategic content goals in mind, edHEALTH
imple mented two thought leadership initia tives:

Seminar Series

edHEALTH launched a Thought Leadership Series
this fall for member owners, business partners, and other 
stake holders. After solic iting input from member schools, 
edHEALTH invited a nationally recog nized
commu ni cation and engagement speaker to discuss
employee engagement trends, best practices, and
insights. Timely and relevant to higher education and
captive industry providers, over 100 people attended the
inaugural session. The program received rave reviews.

“We’re founded on the basis of thought leadership,”
said Tracy Hassett. “It’s important to demon strate our
leadership not only on things specific to edHEALTH, but 
also on other needs our members are experi encing.”
edHEALTH is planning more programs for 2021.

Top-Issue Articles

Through its newsletter, and amplified via its digital
channels, edHEALTH provides in-depth analyses of
some of the top issues affecting healthcare and the
captive. These articles help lay the groundwork for
thinking about and formu lating potential solutions to
vexing problems. Some of the topics edHEALTH has
covered include:

· The hid den ef fects of re duced 2020 healthcare spend ing
and so lu tions that can help ad dress these chal lenges

· How HR can re spond to the anx i ety and de pres sion
cri sis

· Rea sons why 2021 healthcare costs will be vol a tile

· In te grat ing be hav ioral health with med i cal health is the
right thing to do

“edHEALTH’s timely newsletters present data to
members in easy-to-under stand ways, including showing 
how the pandemic is impacting claims and hospital
usage trends,” said AIG’s David White.  “The
accom pa nying write-ups help members under stand the
trends impacting their current funding levels and plan
for future financing.” 

Applying These Lessons to Your Captive or RRG

Commu ni cating with members is an ongoing effort.
Due to the speed of change during the pandemic, it’s
more important than ever to take a proactive approach to 
conversing with member insti tu tions. Not only will you,
the captive organi zation, gain insight into your members’ 
needs, it will also help you to respond nimbly. As a
bonus, you and your members will also gain human
inter action, which we all need now. “Teamwork takes on 
new meaning during these times, and we look forward
to continuing to help our schools and their faculty and
staff thrive,” said edHEALTH’s Tracy Hassett.

Cynthia (Cindy) McGrath has over 20 years of senior
leadership and marketing commu ni ca tions experience in the
healthcare industry. She is the Marketing Commu ni ca tions
Strat egist for edHEALTH, the healthcare solution for 23
colleges, univer sities, and other educa tional insti tu tions. 

From the Editor: Although edHealth is not a risk
retention group, the strat egies imple mented by the company in 
response to the pandemic can also be utilized by risk retention
groups. The collab o rative forums are a natural fit for risk
retention groups. Many indus tries will be perma nently
changed by the pandemic. Getting members together to discuss 
what that means both for the individual members and for the
risk retention group, can contribute to not only to better
results down the road, it may also increase member retention.

Risk retention groups should also be proactive in
commu ni cating the programs they have for supporting their
membership during uncertain times. Helping members
under stand those programs can lead to better utili zation and
decreased anxiety. 

Finally, all organi za tions can benefit from ideas coming
from outside of the organi zation. There may be creative ways
to address challenges that membership or the RRG
management would not have realized themselves. Furthermore, 
the nimble nature of RRGs may allow them to quickly
implement new strat egies. 
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