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The skills shortage that has challenged the oil and gas industry for years has 
lessened in the wake of lower oil prices and cuts to capital spending, but as 
previous downturns have shown, it is imperative that employers protect their 
growth potential for the long term. Smart organizations are working to maintain 
their human capital today, while ensuring they remain competitive employers 
of choice tomorrow. The right group benefits plan that extracts maximum 
value from every dollar spent can help in attracting and retaining talent, and in 
contributing to a healthy and productive workforce.

In an effort to uncover group benefits opportunities for the oil and gas sector, 
Sun Life performed an analysis of its top oil and gas clients (by number of 
plan members), each having more than 1,000 lives. This group includes many 
of the leading oil and gas employers in Canada, and collectively represents 
approximately 100,000 plan members. 

Our analysis reveals five key opportunities to help oil and gas employers 
maximize the impact of their group benefits plans. Taking steps now to maintain 
a highly valued plan that minimizes rising costs can help ensure you remain an 
employer of choice.

Five opportunities to 
maximize your group 
benefits plan

At Sun Life, we know that it takes many voices to have a great conversation. That’s why we are working with a wide 
range of people – inside and outside of Sun Life – to bring the best thinking in Group Benefits to the marketplace. 
These are subject experts, visionaries and leaders in best practices and innovative ideas – coming together to  
take benefits to the next level. We will be using our resources, expertise and relationships to facilitate the dialogue. 
We understand the power of great minds. We want everyone to contribute.

Join The ConversaTion. Brought to you by Sun Life Financial. 

The ConversaTion.

About the Sun Life client 
data cited in this report
For this report, Sun Life analyzed its 20 largest 
oil and gas sector plan sponsors (by number 
of plan members). All plan sponsors had more 
than 1,000 plan members. Collectively, this 
group represented approximately 100,000 lives. 

Aggregate, de-personalized data from the 2014 
calendar year was analyzed. Unless otherwise 
specified, the Sun Life oil and gas client data 
cited in this report refers to this data only 
(“the analysis”).

When Sun Life’s “total client base” is cited in 
this report, it is referring to the 2014 aggregate, 
de-personalized data of all Sun Life Group 
Benefits clients with 1,000 or more plan 
members, unless otherwise specified.
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Drug plan 
management 
solutions1

Drug costs continue to rise
•  Canadian employers spend about $200 million 

per week on prescription drugs, or over $10 billion 
annually in 2014.3 

•  Private pay direct drug plans grew by 5.6% in 2014, up 
from 2.6% in 2013.4 

•  The emergence of high-cost specialty drugs is a key 
trend that will accelerate drug cost growth.5 

Our analysis points to drug costs as being a particularly 
relevant issue to oil and gas plan sponsors. Both drug 
plan utilization and costs were significantly higher in the 
oil and gas plans we analyzed compared to Sun Life’s 
total group benefits client base.  For example, in 2014, 
the average number of drug claims per oil and gas plan 
member (includes dependents) was 26% higher than the plan 
members in our total client base, while the average total 
drug cost per member per year was 7% higher.

Fortunately, there are actions you can take to help offset 
increasing cost pressures on your drug plan. Here are several 
drug plan management solutions that can help you control 
drug costs and keep your plan sustainable without affecting 
your employees’ access to effective therapies.

The new era of high-cost 
specialty drugs
The emergence of high-cost specialty drugs 
has begun to accelerate growth in drug costs. 
Developed to treat life-threatening and 
complex chronic conditions, these drugs can be 
highly effective, but come at very high costs6.

Example:
The drug Sovaldi was released in late 2013 to 
treat Hepatitis C –treatments using the drug have 
a 90%+ cure rate with costs ranging from $58,000 
to $118,000 per claimant in 2014.7 

Between 2011 and 2014, the percentage of total 
drug spend represented by specialty drugs 
increased from 18% to 25% across Sun Life’s block 
of business.8 Given that many more specialty 
drugs are set to enter the market to treat a 
variety of conditions, it is forecast that drug 
plans will increasingly come under pressure.9
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Mandatory generic substitution
This program ensures that all claims for brand name drugs 
with a generic alternative are reimbursed to the lowest-
priced generic equivalent, even if “no substitution” is 
indicated on the prescription.  Plan members are required to 
pay the difference if they choose to have the brand name 
drug dispensed, unless they provide a medical exception on 
the requirement for the brand name drug.

Between 2012 and 2013, Sun Life plan sponsors who switched 
to mandatory generic substitution saw savings between 1.5% 
and 3.8% in their drug plan costs.13  

f i v e  o p p o rt u n i t i e s  f o r  e M p Loy e r s  i n  t h e  o i L  a n d  g a s  i n d u st ry

Prior authorization
Prior authorization requires that coverage for certain drug 
therapies be pre-approved based on clinical criteria. If an 
employee is prescribed a drug requiring prior authorization 
(for example, a high-cost specialty drug), a prior authorization 
form, completed by the plan member’s prescribing doctor, 
is requested to validate if the criteria have been met. This 
program ensures that plan members are covered for the 
appropriate drugs at the right time. Historically many 
specialty drugs focused on rare or low frequency diagnoses 
within the population; however, as specialty drugs begin 
to target more common, chronic conditions like high 
cholesterol, prior authorization may become an increasingly 
important tool to manage drug plan costs. 

In our analysis, 55% of oil and gas 
plan sponsors were making use of prior 
authorization. 

30% of oil and gas plan sponsors in our 
analysis had implemented mandatory generic 
substitution.

New cholesterol drug set 
to have big impact on 
drug plan costs
A new class of drugs called PCSK9 inhibitors – 
that significantly reduce low density lipoprotein 
(LDL), or “bad”, cholesterol in high risk patients— 
are likely to be approved in Canada within the 
year. Already approved in the US, treatment with 
these new drugs costs from $7,000 – $12,000 
annually, compared to $300 for existing drugs 
used to manage high cholesterol.11 

Unlike other specialty drugs, PCSK9 inhibitors 
may end up being used by a large patient 
population – which is why sales for this class 
of drugs are forecast to reach a $250 million 
annually in Canada by 2020, with the potential 
to grow to over $2 billion by 2026.12  

In 2013, Sun Life plan sponsors with the prior authorization 
option experienced savings of 1.2% versus those who did not 
implement it, for the same subset of drugs.10
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Evidence-based managed formularies
Evidence-based formularies recognize that in some cases, 
more expensive drugs may not be more effective at treating 
a given condition than lower cost alternatives. These 
formularies are based on a drug’s demonstrated clinical 
effectiveness, as well as its cost, to determine the level at 
which it will be covered. Drugs that provide a high level  
of effectiveness at a low cost are reimbursed at a higher  
rate compared to those that do not provide the same level 
of value.

This formulary design has the potential to save plan 
sponsors 10% or more on their drug plan, while affecting 
fewer than 20% of plan members, so it is a good way to  
help protect your plan over time.14

Preferred Pharmacy Network 
A Preferred Pharmacy Network (PPN) encourages the use 
of a network of select pharmacies. A key advantage of a 
PPN is the potential for lower markups on selected drugs 
(for example, high-cost specialty drugs), negotiated by 
the benefits carrier with the pharmacy network. For plan 
sponsors, this can mean a decrease in the cost of claims, 
while plan members can experience lower out-of-pocket 
expenses. Services to help patients manage their medical 
conditions, such as counselling and education, are also a 
valuable part of the PPN model.

Please Note: Participation in Sun Life’s PPN is tied to 
the adoption of our Evidence-Based Drug Plan or prior 
authorization program.  Participation of groups who are 
eligible for the PPN is approximately 80%.

45% of the oil and gas plan sponsors in our 
analysis had taken advantage of Sun Life’s 
PPN network to date.

Dispensing fee frequency limit and cap
Plan sponsors can limit the number of dispensing fees 
for maintenance drugs (long-term drug therapies to treat 
chronic conditions) that will be reimbursed by their drug 
plan in each benefit year. This promotes the dispensing of 
larger supplies - for example plan members may elect to 
obtain refills every 90 days instead of every 30. Dispensing 
fee frequency limits can allow for savings of 10% or more on 
your dispensing fee costs.15 

Dispensing fee caps can provide further savings by putting a 
limit on the dispensing fee that is reimbursed by the plan.

Mobile apps help plan members make 
informed decisions
Group benefits mobile apps that offer drug look-up features take it to 
the next level in helping to meet the needs of plan members. Having 
access to key drug and plan information at the time of speaking to their 
health professional can be critical. These apps mean plan members can 
be more informed and confident that their choices best align with their 
health needs and their benefits plan coverage – with no surprises.
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Today, 75% of all Canadian cellphone users have a 
smartphone and 51% of all internet activity happens on 
mobile devices.16 Offering robust mobile and digital services 
to plan members is becoming increasingly necessary, 
particularly as Generation Y occupies an ever greater share 
of the workforce. In the oil and gas industry, 39% of the 
workforce is under 34 years of age17, and smartphone use is 
very high in this age group.18  

For oil and gas workers of all ages, many of whom work 
in remote locations, mobile services can be particularly 
essential. Our analysis showed that the proportion of claims 
submitted on a mobile device is 29% greater among oil and 
gas plan sponsors compared to Sun Life’s total client base, 
and the proportion of claims submitted through our website 
is 20% greater.

Empowering plan members with convenient group benefits 
and health information via their preferred – and sometimes 
only – communication channel can be key to helping 
members have a good benefits experience. In fact, 85% 
of Sun Life plan members surveyed who had submitted 
a mobile claim reported being “very satisfied” with their 
experience versus 64% for paper claims.19 And those who 

submitted claims on their mobile device or via the web 
reported significantly greater satisfaction with the overall 
administration of their group benefits plan.20 

Far more than submitting claims...
Group benefits mobile apps continue to evolve, with a 
number of convenient and empowering features beyond 
claims submission. For example, leading mobile apps allow 
members to:

• Get their claim paid within 24 to 48 hours, thanks to 
instant adjudication

• Check medical, vision, and drug coverage and review their 
claims history

• Look up drug information, and be alerted to generic or 
therapeutic alternatives that could save them money

• View Health Spending Account (HSA) and/or Personal 
Spending Account (PSA) balances and find out which 
expenses are eligible

Mobile 
and digital 
services2
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People have come to expect a high degree of 
personalization – with technology a large driver – and 
employers are facing challenges meeting the differing needs 
of multiple generations in the workforce.  There is strong 
representation across age groups in the oil and gas industry. 
Younger workers (those 34 years and under) are particularly 
well represented, making up 39% of the total21, compared to 
the approximately 33% they represent across all industries.22 

Research points to a large gap between what different 
generations need and want from a benefits plan. For 
example, it has been found that younger employees don’t 
have health benefits as a top priority. According to one 
survey, when offered the choice between $5,000 in cash 
a year or their health benefit plan, 45% of Generation Y 
workers would choose the cash, compared with just 25% of 
Baby Boomers (age 50 plus).24  

Older employees on the other hand may want the typical 
core health benefits offered by employers, including benefits 
for dependents as well as disability and critical illness 
insurance to provide risk protection against income loss. 

Plan designs 
for a multi-
generational 
workforce3

Plan designs must be able to accommodate  
the needs of a generationally diverse workforce.
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Greater flexibility is the answer
Flexibility empowers employees to prioritize their benefit 
dollars in order to create a plan that better meets their 
particular needs. Sun Life Financial research has found that 
most employees would prefer a plan that changes with their 
needs (e.g. by life-stage).25 

Most oil and gas companies in our analysis already offer flex 
plans to their employees, which is a key step in the right 
direction. But additional flexibility can be attained through 
the use of Health Spending Accounts (HSAs) or Personal 
Spending Accounts (PSAs), where employees can choose 
how they want to spend their benefits dollars. So while a 
Gen Y worker might choose to spend their HSA on a gym 
membership, a Baby Boomer might use it for restorative 
dental work.

Voluntary benefits: a bigger bang at no 
cost to you
Voluntary benefits can allow you to further meet the diverse 
needs of your workforce – at no additional cost to you. Many 
employees are looking to their employer to facilitate the 
meeting of their extended-benefit needs. A Sun Life national 
survey26 of employed Canadians with group benefits coverage 
found that 58% of respondents wanted their employer to 
offer them additional features they could purchase with 
their own money, including access to:

• A wide range of affordable insurance solutions (from  
life and critical illness insurance to home and auto and 
pet insurance)

• Affordable savings and investment solutions

• Consumer discounts (e.g. retailers, entertainment). 

These purchase options can help to leverage the power of 
group volume discounts to provide preferred pricing and 
conditions (such as no medical history for critical illness 
insurance). And they offer convenience – with options that 
are easy to buy and pay for through payroll deductions.

15–24 yEarS

25–34 yEarS

35–44 yEarS

45–54 yEarS

55–64 yEarS

65+ yEarS

11%

28%

24%

24%

11%

2%

ComposiTion of oil and  
gas indusTry by age group23
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Getting a handle on the prevalence of mental health and 
substance use issues in the oil and gas industry can also 
potentially contribute to a healthier and more productive 
workforce, as well as a safer workplace.

Mental health issues are a leading cause of short-term 
disability for the oil and gas employees in our analysis.27   
Further, oil and gas plan members were almost 15% more 
likely to submit claims for psychological services than those 
in Sun Life’s total client base. Mental health is also the 
second most frequent condition for which oil and gas plan 
members in our analysis made drug claims and is ranked 
third in terms of total cost of claims.

Substance use issues can also be a challenge on oil and gas 
worksites. A study by Employee Assistance Program (EAP) 
provider, Morneau Shepell, found that oil and gas workers 
and their families accessed EAP 40% more than the Canadian 
average – but use of the EAP for addictions was also 35% 
higher than the Canadian benchmark.28 

Addressing 
mental health and 
substance use4

The prevalence of these issues may in part be explained 
by work environments often consisting of isolated work 
camps, long shifts, heavy labour and loneliness. Economic 
downturns are also associated with an increase in workplace 
mental health issues, so it is important to offer employees 
more support and resources during a downturn.29 

Employee assistance Program (EaP) — 
a key resource
There are a number of resources available to help you create 
concrete prevention strategies and employee-support 
programs. Raising awareness of the therapeutic support 
the EAP can offer is key, as well as increasing employees’ 
mental health and substance use literacy and addressing the 
stigma around these issues. Make sure your organization is 
leveraging all the programs and supports your EAP can offer.
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The power of peer support
An initiative that can complement manager training is 
a formal peer support program in the workplace. These 
programs are centered on co-workers with a shared 
experience of mental health or substance use issues 
connecting in confidential interactions.

Peer support can be effective in increasing access to mental 
health and substance use resources, and some studies have 
shown that it can be as effective as group therapy in treating 
depression.32 And the benefits for participants range from 
stronger social networks to increased self-confidence to 
higher rates of continued employment.33

Manager training crucial 
for mental health issues
Managers are ideally situated to be the “first 
responders” in helping employees who may be 
experiencing mental health issues, including 
substance use. They interact with employees 
on a regular basis, are familiar with their job 
duties, and understand the workplace and its 
culture.  

However, many managers may lack the ability 
to recognize a potential mental health issue 
and steer struggling employees to resources. 
According to an Ipsos Reid survey, 80% of 
managers believe this is part of their job and 
63% report that training would help them be 
able to do this more effectively.30  

A 2013 study by researchers at Saint Mary’s 
University found that a customized, three-hour 
manager training program was associated with 
a significant impact on mental health disability 
claims.  One year after receiving training, 
disability costs related to mental health had 
decreased by 20% in the organizations studied 
(Dimoff, Kelloway, & Burnstein, 2015).31 

For more information on mental health 
training for managers, see our Bright Paper: 
“Mental health in the workplace: a little 
training goes a long way”

http://www.sunlife.ca/static/canada/Sponsor/About%20Group%20Benefits/Group%20benefits%20products%20and%20services/Mental%20Health%20in%20the%20Workplace/files/Mental%20Health%20Awareness%20Bright%20Paper_PDF6340_E.pdf
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Aligning plans 
and policies with 
organizational  
health risks5
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Organizational Health Consultants ensure 
you have the right plans and policies 
Organizational Health Consultants (OHCs) are experts in 
assessing your organization’s health risks and opportunities, 
then working with you to create and implement the right 
strategy to help address them. Ask your group benefits  
carrier about how their OHCs can help you align your plan  
so you are getting the most value.

A best practice approach for OHCs is to follow a three-step 
process in helping you improve your organization’s health  
and productivity – and reduce absence and disability:

1. analysis: A needs assessment tool that provides an 
overview of the health, safety, and wellness risks within 
an organization is used along with a review of pertinent 
data on the plan experience (claims, benefits utilization, 
disability) to analyze and evaluate your plan. This process 
helps to identify gaps and opportunity areas. 

2. reCommendaTions: Based on these findings, the OHC 
provides specific recommendations. These could  
include changes to your casual absence and disability 
policies, delivering manager training, or introducing 
wellness initiatives aligned with your organization’s risks. 

3. delivery: OHCs work to connect you with the programs 
and resources that you want to put in place – and  
oversee the delivery of these to your organization. 

Through each step, OHCs aim to address the entire 
organizational health continuum – from wellness through  
to disability.

Aligning your plans and policies with the unique health risk 
profile of your workforce is important to getting the most 
from your benefit dollars – and in helping to keep your 
employees healthy and productive.

Mental health is one example where our analysis points to 
an opportunity for improved alignment in the oil and gas 
industry. Almost all oil and gas plans provide paramedical 
coverage for services related to mental health, a key risk area 
in the industry. However, 70% of plans provide this coverage 
as part of a “combined practitioner maximum” – where 
a coverage maximum applies to a group of paramedical 
services.  Sixty-two percent of our total client base34 uses 
this maximum structure.  An alternative approach is a 
“benefit year maximum” solely for a particular paramedical 
service such as mental health professionals. It can translate 
into greater coverage, and importantly, ensure coverage for 
mental health services is available when needed. 

Opportunities for alignment can go further than benefits 
coverage. For example, our analysis found that disability 
related to injury and musculoskeletal issues was much 
higher among oil and gas plan sponsors compared to our 
total client base.34  Establishing the right work policies and 
practices can be important for mitigating this risk.  This 
includes identifying the jobs with the highest risk and 
implementing work design, health and safety policies and 
practices to minimize the risk. Creating accommodation 
policies and procedures that define greater return to work 
possibilities for those that do become disabled is another 
important way to help minimize risk to your organization - 
especially given some of the unique aspects of the oil and 
gas industry, such as a prevalence of remote work sites as 
well as high average salaries, which can create significant 
challenges in managing claims. 
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Seize opportunities to get the most 
from your plan
A skilled workforce will always be at a premium in a 
dynamic and labour-intensive industry such as oil and gas. 
The right benefits plan can help move the needle on your 
organization’s ability to attract and retain talent. But keeping 
costs in check and making sure you get the maximum value 
for your dollars spent must also be top of mind. 

The five opportunities outlined in this paper can help you 
get the most from your group benefits plan. Talk to your 
group benefits provider about how you can take action now 
to seize these opportunities for your organization.
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About Sun Life
A market leader in group benefits, Sun Life Financial serves more than 1 in 6 Canadians,  
in over 12,000 corporate, association, affinity and creditor groups across Canada. 

Our core values – integrity, service excellence, customer focus and building value – are at the heart of who 
we are and how we do business. 

Sun Life Financial and its partners have operations in 22 key markets worldwide including Canada, the 
United States, the United Kingdom, Hong Kong, the Philippines, Japan, Indonesia, India, China and Bermuda. 
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