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Group Benefits Advisory Committee (“GBAC”) Meeting 
Employees Retirement System of Texas 

October 7, 2019 
Brazos Conference Room 

ERS Building – 200 E. 18th Street 
Austin, Texas 78701 

 
GBAC PRESENT 
Janet Bezner, Committee Chair, Texas State University 
James Dobbins, Retiree 
Dawn Heitman, State Soil and Water Conservation Board 
Cynthia Jumper, Texas Tech University Health Science Center 
Missy Kittner, McLennan Community College 
Megan LaVoie, Office of Court Administration 
Charlene Trentham, Department of Criminal Justice 
Gary White, Retiree 
Harsh Zadoo, Health and Human Services Commission 
 
GBAC NOT PRESENT 
Tom Lussier, The Lussier Group 
Gene Snelson, Animal Health Commission 
 
ERS STAFF PRESENT 
Porter Wilson, Executive Director 
Cathy Terrell, Deputy Executive Director 
Paula A. Jones, Deputy Executive Director & General Counsel 
William Nail, Special Projects & Policy Advisor 
Jennifer Chambers, Director of Government Relations 
Bernie Hajovsky, Director of Enterprise Planning Office 
Robin Hardaway, Director of Customer Benefits 
Diana Kongevick, Director of Group Benefits 
Glenda Workman, Benefits Communications 
Machelle Pharr, Chief Financial Officer 
Keith Yawn, Director of Strategic Initiatives 
Lauren Russell, Group Benefits 
Blaise Duran, Group Benefits 
Nancy Lippa, Office of the General Counsel 
Lacy Wolff, Health Promotion Administrator 
David Lacy, Office of the General Counsel 
Nora Alvarado, Group Benefits  
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Meeting of the Group Benefits Advisory Committee 

1. OPENING REMARKS 

Ms. Bezner opened with committee member and staff introductions. Staff noted that two committee 
members, Mr. Gene Snelson and Mr. Tom Lussier, were unable to attend the meeting.  

 
 
 
2. LEGISLATION IMPACTING THE GROUP BENEFITS PROGRAM 
 

Mr. Blaise Duran presented a summary update of legislation with impact to the Group Benefits 
Program (GBP) from the 86th Texas Legislative Session. Mr. Duran provided an overview of legislation 
pertaining to diagnostic mammography coverage; individual long-term care insurance; prescriptions for 
step therapy treatment of stage four advanced metastatic cancer; balance billing practices; sharing of 
health data; maintaining competitive provider rates with health-related institutions; and incentives for 
utilization of cost-efficient healthcare services. Mr. Duran stated ERS had already completed 
implementation of some legislation and that implementation of remaining items is underway. 

 
Ms. Bezner asked about proposed legislation that was not signed into law. Mr. Duran and Ms. 

Jennifer Chambers stated ERS tracked several other legislative bills with potential impact to health 
programs within the GBP that were not enacted. 

 
 

3. WELLNESS DISCUSSION 

Ms. Lacy Wolff provided an overview of the Assess, Manage, Prevent (AMP) wellness campaign, an 
ERS initiative to increase member enagagement in their health and wellbeing by completing health 
assessments, enrolling in weight management programs, and receiving annual screenings. ERS recently 
developed health and wellness report cards for the 16 largest entities in the GBP and is meeting with 
leadership at each of these entities to discuss their entity’s report. Ms. Wolff provided GBAC members 
with a sample one-page wellness report card with health and wellness metrics. 

 
Mr. Harsh Zadoo asked about the correlation between high wellness program participation and lower 

health claims experience. Ms. Wolff stated health plans that experience a spike in wellness program 
participation usually see an initial increase in claims, followed by a significant decline in claims over time. 
Ms. Megan LaVoie asked if additional entities beyond the 16 largest entities would receive a wellness 
report card, and Ms. Wolff noted that additional agencies could be included following completion of the 
initial pilot, pending availability of resources.  

 
Ms. Wolff stated that AMP has three goals: (1) engage 25% of GBP participants to complete an 

online health assessment; (2) manage and prevent obesity by enrolling 10% of GBP participants in a 
weight loss program; and (3) drive 70% of GBP participants to receive their annual preventive screening. 
Ms. Wolff asked the committee for feedback on what might motivate participants to complete a health 
assessment; known barriers to receiving recommended screenings; and ways to encourage participation 
in weight management programs. 

 
Ms. Missy Kittner recommended employers hold periodic information sessions with staff to explain the 

various programs and benefits available to them through the GBP. Many new employees are provided 
with an overview of the benefits programs and available resources upon onboarding, but long-tenured 
employees may not be aware of the programs and resources made available since they were hired. Ms. 
Kittner said increasing participation in wellness programs starts with making the participants aware of the 
offerings available to them. 
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4. TOBACCO CERTIFICATION POLICY 

Mr. Keith Yawn introduced background information on the tobacco certification policy instituted in 
2011 as a basis for a committee discussion to determine members’ position on possible revisions to the 
tobacco policy. Mr. Yawn reminded the committee of the Texas statute authorizing ERS to assess a 
monthly premium differential to health plan participants who certify as tobacco users. Mr. Yawn noted 
ERS’ existing tobacco certification policy, which was implemented in 2011, specifically excludes e-
cigarettes that do not contain tobacco. However, the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) includes e-
cigarettes within the definition of “tobacco product”. Mr. Yawn then asked the committee for input on 
whether ERS should consider updates to the tobacco policy and tobacco certification statement 
language. 

 
Ms. Cynthia Jumper and Mr. Zadoo recommended ERS follow FDA guidelines and include e-cigarette 

products within its tobacco policy. Several committee members noted the smoke-free or tobacco-free 
campus policies maintained by their employers include language prohibiting the use of e-cigarette and 
vaping products. Mr. Yawn asked for committee input on how to communicate tobacco policy changes to 
the plan participants. Mr. Yawn also asked if ERS should apply policy changes to all existing health plan 
participants, or only to prospective plan participants who join the health plan after any changes to the 
policy are approved. Committee members suggested ERS require all existing health plan participants to 
certify as a tobacco user or non-tobacco user during their next enrollment period.  

 
Mr. Yawn and Mr. Porter Wilson thanked the committee for its input and stated that ERS staff will 

consider the committee suggestions in crafting proposed revisions to the tobacco certification policy. 
 
 

5. GBP UPDATES 

Ms. Kongevick reported the HealthSelect medical and pharmacy plans continue to perform well, citing 
broad provider networks and cost trends lower than expected. Ms. Kongevick noted the members’ share 
of health care costs has remained stable over the past eight years. Mr. Zadoo asked about the State 
absorbing the increase in costs over the last several years. Mr. Duran responded, stating the most recent 
material changes to health plan design occurred in 2011 and that the absence of plan design changes 
results in stable out-of-pocket costs for participants. 

 
Ms. Kongevick gave the committee an overview of optional add-on (voluntary) plans offered through 

the GBP. Voluntary plans like dental insurance and vision insurance complement the benefit design of the 
health plans, stated Ms. Kongevick, who also noted ERS is exploring options for offering individual long-
term care insurance. Ms. Kongevick responded to questions on plan design and structure of the long-term 
care insurance, stating ERS is still in the preliminary stages of reviewing options for implementation and 
administration of the offering. Ms. Kongevick also said staff will provide a comprehensive review of the 
various programs and offerings available through the Discount Purchase Program at a future meeting for 
the committee to help determine any gaps in program offerings. 

 
Ms. Kongevick reviewed the Board-approved GBP policy and guidelines document, which formalizes 

strategies used to request funds from the legislature, set contribution rates and effectively manage 
benefits for GBP participants. Ms. Kongevick thanked the committee for its comments and suggestions 
during development of the policy document. 
 

Mr. Bernie Hajovsky reminded the committee of the upcoming surveys to members and retirees on 
the perceived value of their benefits. ERS partnered with a consultant to develop and launch the survey 
and analyze the results. The surveys will be sent electronically in the coming weeks. Staff will discuss the 
survey results at the next committee meeting.  
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6. DISCUSSION OF TOPICS FOR FUTURE MEETINGS 

Ms. Bezner initiated the discussion of topics for potential consideration at future committee meetings 
by suggesting the committee discuss possible rewards for health participants who participate in wellness-
based programs. Mr. Zadoo recommended an update on the tobacco certification policy and a review of 
other states’ total cost share distribution between the health plan and the member. Staff offered to share 
the results of the benefits surveys, provide updates on the long-term care insurance program, and review 
offerings available through the Discount Purchase Program at the next committee meeting. 

Ms. Bezner thanked the committee members and staff for their suggestions.  

 

7. COMMITTEE MEMBER RECOGNITION 

 Mr. Wilson recognized six outgoing committee members for their expertise and input to staff and 
the Board of Trustees. These members either have expiring terms or experienced a change in 
employment status which precludes them from continuing to serve on the committee. Mr. Wilson thanked 
the following members for their commitment to help ensure that state benefits provide value to 
employees, retirees and their dependents: 

Charlene Trentham – Large State Agency 
Dawn Heitman – Small State Agency 
Gene Snelson – Mid Sized State Agency 
Harsh Zadoo – Large State Agency 
Missy Kittner – Two-Year Institution of Higher Education 
Tom Lussier – Insurance or Benefits Professional 

 

8. SET DATE OF NEXT COMMITTEE MEETING 

Ms. Bezner proposed four possible dates in March 2020 for the next committee meeting. The date of 
the next committee meeting was set for the afternoon of Thursday, March 26, 2020. 




