
Bending the 
benefits cost curve
Digital innovation

Life’s brighter under the sun



The story 
In a perfect world...
• prices would be transparent, and plan 

members would always know what they’re 
paying for

• drug manufacturers and health-care 
providers would only offer the best value

• plan members and health-care providers 
would always behave honestly and ethically. 

Unfortunately, this is not always the case. 
Product and service prices can vary wildly, and 
benefits fraud prevention is necessary. As a 
result, benefits plan costs are higher than they 
should be.

Our goal is to move plan sponsors as close 
as possible to that perfect world – through 
programs and innovations that drive the cost 
curve down. We do this in several ways:

• By empowering plan members as health 
consumers

• By encouraging providers to offer discounts 
• By leveraging scale to negotiate 

pharmaceutical discounts
• By reducing the risk of fraud with data 

analytics

The information that follows highlights the 
digital innovations we’re using to stay ahead  
of the game – and the benefits of this work  
for plan sponsors.



Making our mark through 
digital innovation
Technology continues to shape our lives, and innovations continue to be encouraged.  
At Sun Life, we use technology to empower plan members to make smart, cost-effective 
health-care decisions. And to help them live healthier lives.

Here are five ways we’re using digital innovation to do this – all of which help drive 
benefits costs down.

1. Provider search tool

Our provider search tool – available to plan members at mySunLife.ca 
and through the my Sun Life mobile app – helps them find health-care 
providers close to their home or work. The tool covers a wide range of 
providers. These include paramedical, dental, vision care, pharmacy, as well 
as medical equipment and supply companies, such as those for compression 
stockings and orthotics. It’s both national and comprehensive – powered by 
over 10M validation ratings and cost information based on millions of claims. 
No other benefits provider offers transparency and assistance to  
plan members at this scale.

From a cost perspective, the tool assigns a cost indicator for each provider based on 
recent claims submitted by plan members to Sun Life. Plan members can search for the 
highest-rated providers in terms of plan member ratings and they can cross-compare 
using cost information. This can save the plan member money (through lower co-
payments) and save the plan money through lower claims costs.

20%
DISPENSING FEES

FEES DIFFER IN 
CANADA

$3.89 - $12.99

This cost transparency is critical. For example, dispensing 
fees are typically about 20% of the cost of the drug 
portion of expenses in a plan. What many plan members 
don’t realize is that these fees differ widely – from 
$3.89 to $12.99 in Canada. A small shift in the average 
dispensing fee can be worth thousands of dollars to a 
plan – and can save plan members money on every 
prescription filled.

The provider search tool clearly displays the dispensing 
fee for each pharmacy1, so that plan members may 
easily find a lower-cost option that’s close to home. 

1 Dispensing fee information is not available in Quebec

http://mysunlife.ca/


2. Cost saving tips from Ella 

Ella is our digital coach and she engages with plan members both online 
and through the my Sun Life mobile app. She’s a virtual persona 
who helps them navigate tools and platforms and provides information 
based on what task the plan member is doing. This information includes 
specific, relevant and personalized savings tips to plan members over 
the life of their health journey. 

For example, when a plan member is using the provider search tool, Ella shows them 
how they can save on out-of-pocket expenses by going to a provider that offers a lower 
price point. Ella also helps plan members when making claims for prescription drugs, by 
highlighting the option (and the cost and time savings) for certain drugs of moving to a 
90-day prescription from their existing 30 or 60-day refill.

In 2018, Ella provided over 10 million smart consumerism tips to plan members. It’s 
one of the ways we’re able to help plan members and plan sponsors save money – and 
understand the significant role they play in protecting the benefits they value.



3. Cost containment

Costs for identical or similar health products can vary widely. For products such as 
orthotics or compression stockings, the choice of provider can have a huge impact on plan 
and plan member costs. 

Our cost containment initiatives encourage plan members to choose lower-cost providers 
when they purchase a health product or service. 

1/2 OF PLAN 
MEMBERS CLAIM 

AN AVERAGE 

$215 $90 - $220
PER PAIR

1/2 OF PLAN 
MEMBERS CLAIM 

AN AVERAGE 

$132

We recently introduced an initiative involving compression stockings, a health 
product covered by most plans that had wide variations in price. Plan members 
were submitting claims for stockings that ranged from $90 to $220 per pair. About 
one-half of plan members were claiming at an average of about $132 a pair. But 
the other half were averaging about $215 a pair.

We used a number of different techniques to encourage lower costs purchases by 
plan members. Specifically, we: 

• lowered the reasonable and customary expense limit, because the data was 
telling us that there were a lot of lower cost compression stockings available 

• incented some providers to offer a discount 
• added cost indicators ($/$$/$$$) to the provider search tool, allowing plan 

members to make informed choices 

The results were significant. Our year-over-year cost per pair of compression 
stockings reduced by 17%. Plan members began using the provider search tool to 
find lower-cost providers. And we saw the correlation between the information we 
were giving plan members and what they were searching. 

With the success of this initiative, we’ve begun the process of applying these  
cost containment strategies to a broad range of health products and services.  
Plan members will still get what they need, but at a lower cost to both them and 
their plan.
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$400
PER PAIR

OLLIE QUINN, 
SINGLE VISION 
COST ABOUT 

$155

Ollie Quinn Vision Care

4. Marketplace

Marketplace is another great cost-savings feature 
available exclusively to plan members online or through 
the my Sun Life mobile app. Marketplace leverages 
our scale and vast network to surface discounts on 
health-care solutions that plan members both need  
and value. 

Special offers appear on Marketplace and plan members 
can browse by several categories: vision, virtual care, 
fitness and wellness, food and nutrition, and medical 
equipment. The offers are designed to help plan 
members save money – and take better advantage  
of the benefits available to them under their plan. 

One of the offers with the 
greatest impact has been with 
Ollie Quinn Vision Care. The 
average amount spent for 
prescription glasses exceeds 
$400 per pair, and sometimes 
significantly more. Most plans  
will cover between $200 to 
$300 over a one or sometimes 
two-year period. This results in 
large out-of-pocket expenses for 
plan members. At Ollie Quinn, 
single vision eyeglasses cost 
about $155, which is lower than 
most plan maximums. And under 
our agreement, plan members 
receive a further 10% discount 
off of these low prices.

The impact has been significant 
and plan members can now 
save 39% on average compared 
to previous claims. And plans 
can save money too, with a 
reimbursement below the 
maximum permitted. 



5.  Lumino 
Health

The Lumino Health network –
luminohealth.ca – is Canada’s 
premier online network of health 
resources. It’s a free resource that’s 
open to all Canadians. The site features 
our provider search tool and much more. In 
addition to the search tool, plan members – 
and their family and friends – have access to:

• Special offers and discounts to over  
100 health solutions and innovations featured  
in the Discovery Lab

• Content and articles on topics such as virtual care,  
mental health, fitness, nutrition and more – supported 
by over 20 credible voices in health such as Diabetes 
Canada, the Heart and Stroke Foundation, the Centre for 
Addiction and Mental Health (CAMH), etc.

• A community to provide and receive feedback, opinions, and insights.

Our goal in creating and growing Lumino Health is to use our wealth of valuable 
health data to create more transparency in the industry. This transparency is aimed 
at empowering all Canadians to make better and more cost-effective decisions 
about the health-care providers, products and services they use.

An innovation from 

More innovations to come
The digital world doesn’t stand still, and neither do we. We will 
continue to introduce innovations that drive the benefits cost 
curve down and increase plan sustainability – through greater 
cost transparency, plan member education and health-care 
provider discounts. 

Life’s brighter under the sun

Group Benefits are provided by Sun Life Assurance Company of Canada,  
a member of the Sun Life Financial group of companies.  
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http://luminohealth.ca/
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