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The average cost of employer health coverage for a family plan passed $22,000 this year, according to a new
survey, rising at a rate that indicates the Covid-19 pandemic had little impact on the total expense.
Yet the pandemic did lead to some changes for workplace health benefits, including enhanced access to
telemedicine and mental-health services, according to the yearly poll of employers conducted by the nonprofit
Kaiser Family Foundation.
Annual family-plan premiums rose 4% to hit $22,221 for an employer-provided family plan in 2021, up from $21,342,
according to the survey. Employees paid $5,969 of the total this year, with the rest of the cost borne by the
employers. The amount of the employee contribution was statistically unchanged from 2020.
The average cost of an employer health plan for an individual for 2021 was $7,739, also up about 4% from last year.
The rate of increase in premiums in 2021 was the same as that for the previous year, reflecting little overall impact
from the pandemic.
The pandemic, however, did have an effect on benefits: 39% of firms with at least 50 workers said that since the
emergence of Covid-19, they had made changes aimed at filling workers' mental-health needs.
In addition, 95% of employers with at least 50 workers now offer at least some telemedicine, up from 85% last year
and 67% three years ago.
The Kaiser survey also found that employers continued their pause in the expansion of deductibles, which are outof-pocket charges people must pay toward most care before a health plan begins covering expenses.
The average 2021 general deductible for individual-worker coverage, according to the survey, was $1,434, which
isn't a statistically significant change from last year's figure of $1,364.
The share of covered workers enrolled in high-deductible plans paired with a savings account was effectively flat.
Such plans require workers to pay a significant amount toward care, such as $1,000 or more, before coverage kicks
in. They come with a tax-advantaged savings option—a health savings account or a health reimbursement
arrangement—that is used to pay medical expenses.
The pause may reflect that employers didn't want to add to workers' burdens at a time when hiring and retention
are challenging. "You're trying to attract employees, not make them unhappy," said Gary Claxton, a senior vice
president at the Kaiser foundation.
At Vantage Aging, which provides job training, Meals on Wheels and other services to seniors, nearly all of the
approximately 80 employees were already enrolled in a high-deductible plan.
The plan comes with a lower monthly premium cost out of their paychecks, and the nonprofit supplies a $1,000
contribution to a health-savings account for a single plan, said Claudia Denaro, director of human resources at the
Akron, Ohio-based organization.
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Yet for its newest benefits year, which began Oct. 1, 2021, Vantage offered three different levels of deductible, to
ensure it had options that would appeal to all employees and potential new hires.
"Recruiting is a huge factor right now, because it's so difficult to recruit," Ms. Denaro said.
Vantage has saved money by moving to a new setup, sometimes called a "level-funded" plan, she said. The setup
allows smaller employers to be self-insured—meaning these employers pay their workers' health expenses
themselves—but offers more predictable payments and uses reinsurance to reduce the risk from unexpected large
claims.
The Kaiser survey shows such structures have become very widespread, with 42% of small firms now reporting
they have level-funded plans.
The foundation's Mr. Claxton said these setups may attract employers with generally healthier workforces, leaving
sicker ones in the more traditional small-business plans offered under the Affordable Care Act. That poses a risk,
he said, that premiums for the traditional plans will go up.
The Kaiser survey was conducted between January and July of 2021 and drew responses from 1,686 employers.
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