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BELLAIRE, Tex. — When the bottom fell out of the automotive

market last year, Amberly Allen’s fast-growing direct-mail firm hit a
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November, both she and her
husband, one of her four employees,
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Amberly Allen, right, at her Texas
direct-mail business, is looking at
whether to end health benefits to
avoid layoffs.

stopped drawing salaries.

Still that may not be enough to keep the four-year-old
company afloat. Determined not to lay off any of her
tight-knit band of workers, Ms. Allen is now agonizing
Readers' Comments . . .
over an equally unappealing option: whether to terminate
the health benefits she provides for her employees and

herself.
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Even before the recession, owners of the smallest
businesses had struggled to absorb the inexorable annual rise in health premiums. The
share of firms with fewer than 10 workers that offer health benefits has declined by 16
percent since 2001, to 49 percent, according to an annual survey by the Kaiser Family
Foundation and the Health Research and Educational Trust, while the rate in larger
firms essentially stayed flat.

The economic downturn has only accelerated the pressure on small-business owners to
pinch every penny, and many feel they have few options but to go after employee health
coverage.

Surveys suggest that rising premiums have prompted more than half of small businesses
to reduce benefits, raise deductibles or require workers to shoulder a larger share of an
ever more expensive pie.

Workers in firms with fewer than 25 workers are now twice as likely to be uninsured as
those in larger firms, according to the Employee Benefits Research Institute. For those
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small-business employees who do have insurance, the share with high deductibles has
more than doubled in the last two years.

Yet for many small-business owners, it can be excruciating to reduce or eliminate
benefits for employees who have long been treated as family and who continue to work
at their sides, every day.

“When it’s a small business, it’s personal, and the impact is more emotional,” Ms. Allen
said. “It’s not just about dollars and cents. These are actual people, and they’re very
important to me. And I care about them.”

With the help of her insurance broker, Ms. Allen is exploring whether her employees
could afford individual health policies if she provided them with stipends equal to about
half of what she now pays for their health care. She is also researching whether it may
make sense to shift her workers to a personnel leasing firm with more affordable group
coverage, and then rent them back.

With her current insurance policy up for renewal on April 1, the clock is ticking.

“Either way, I'm going to make sure they have coverage,” said Ms. Allen, whose sales
were stagnant in 2008 after two years of exponential growth. “That’s very important —
to make sure they don’t feel I'm just cutting expenses and pulling the rug out from under
them.

“I have a good team in place and they take care of me. They're loyal, they work very
hard, they’re honest, and with the extra effort they put in, I want them to know it will be
reciprocated, that I will take care of them.”

Ms. Allen’s current small-group policy with UnitedHealthcare costs the company $19,575
a year, equal to 17 percent of her payroll expenses. Although her workers have filed few
reimbursement claims, premiums were set to rise 16 percent this year, said Carolyn L.
Goodwin, her broker in Dallas.

“You can’t cut your rent unless you move, you can’t cut your Internet, you can’t cut your
phone — so where do you cut?” Ms. Allen, 28, said. “When you’re not taking a dime out
of the company, at some point you have to question whether you're just working to pay
everyone else’s bills.”

Many small-business owners, like Monty J. Friebel, who co-owns a wood fabricating shop
in Shelby, Ohio, have significantly increased the share of premiums that employees must
pay, in his case to 46 percent from 15 percent a decade ago. Others, like Thomas L.
Fritts, proprietor of T. L. Fritts Sporting Goods in Winnetka, Ill., have ended coverage
for the children and spouses of employees and moved to plans with high deductibles.
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A version of this article appeared in print on February 3, 2009, on More Articles in US »
page A1 of the New York edition.
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Small Payroll, but Big Woes on Insurance - NYTimes.com

Benefits Communications
Improve open enrollment with better communications - see an example:
www.brainshark.com

Past Coverage
Growing Need for Medicaid Puts Added Financial Burden on States (January 22, 2009)
Rhode Island to Test Medicaid Spending Cap (January 22, 2009)
WELL; Are Bad Times Healthy? (October 7, 2008)
Even the Insured Feel the Strain Of Health Costs (May 4, 2008)

Related Searches

Health Insurance and Managed Care Get E-Mail Alerts
Recession and Depression Get E-Mail Alerts
Small Business Get E-Mail Alerts
United States Economy Get E-Mail Alerts

INSIDE NYTIMES.COM

ARTS » OPINION » SCIENCE » HEALTH » OPINION »
Use Energy, Measure for
Get Rich and Measure:
Save the Planet Encores

Contributors reflect on
the experience of
writing about
songwriting.

The richer everyone
gets, the greener the
planet will be in the
long run, says John

,‘) "‘ \ .
[ Tierney. B e

| ‘e

AR | . 3 N
It’s Yeats Country. Do You  Op-Ed: Scrap the Air Force Bond Shaped by Illness, but
Know Where Your Soul Is? Not Defined by It

4/21/09 1:32 PM

WORLD »

Crisis or Not, Russia Will
Build a Bridge in the East

Home World U.S. N.Y. / Region Business | Technology | Science Health Sports = Opinion | Arts | Style | Travel Jobs Real Estate

Automobiles | Back to Top

Copyright 2009 The New York Times Company Privacy Policy | Search | Corrections RSS | First Look | Help | ContactUs = Work for Us | Site Map

http://www.nytimes.com/2009/02/03/us/03insure.html?_r=1&emc=etal

Page 3 of 3


http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=BQbVxGxHuSaWnG5CswAWM08GSAreyjHDdjMeTBsCNtwGQk2cQAxgDIJzz-AEoAzgAUJPwycsGYMmm3ozgpNAUoAHjkIX8A7IBD3d3dy5ueXRpbWVzLmNvbcgBAdoBMmh0dHA6Ly93d3cubnl0aW1lcy5jb20vMjAwOS8wMi8wMy91cy8wM2luc3VyZS5odG1sgAIBqAMB6AMH6AMT6AP5AegDOegDvQX1AwIEAAT1AyQAAAA&num=3&sig=AGiWqtz8w7kixh2A1K9viuTx6qrnXBOqQQ&client=ca-nytimes_article_var&adurl=http://presentation.brainshark.com/campaigns/openenrollment_adwords.asp%3Ftx%3Dgg_openenrollment_eb
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=BQbVxGxHuSaWnG5CswAWM08GSAreyjHDdjMeTBsCNtwGQk2cQAxgDIJzz-AEoAzgAUJPwycsGYMmm3ozgpNAUoAHjkIX8A7IBD3d3dy5ueXRpbWVzLmNvbcgBAdoBMmh0dHA6Ly93d3cubnl0aW1lcy5jb20vMjAwOS8wMi8wMy91cy8wM2luc3VyZS5odG1sgAIBqAMB6AMH6AMT6AP5AegDOegDvQX1AwIEAAT1AyQAAAA&num=3&sig=AGiWqtz8w7kixh2A1K9viuTx6qrnXBOqQQ&client=ca-nytimes_article_var&adurl=http://presentation.brainshark.com/campaigns/openenrollment_adwords.asp%3Ftx%3Dgg_openenrollment_eb
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=BQbVxGxHuSaWnG5CswAWM08GSAreyjHDdjMeTBsCNtwGQk2cQAxgDIJzz-AEoAzgAUJPwycsGYMmm3ozgpNAUoAHjkIX8A7IBD3d3dy5ueXRpbWVzLmNvbcgBAdoBMmh0dHA6Ly93d3cubnl0aW1lcy5jb20vMjAwOS8wMi8wMy91cy8wM2luc3VyZS5odG1sgAIBqAMB6AMH6AMT6AP5AegDOegDvQX1AwIEAAT1AyQAAAA&num=3&sig=AGiWqtz8w7kixh2A1K9viuTx6qrnXBOqQQ&client=ca-nytimes_article_var&adurl=http://presentation.brainshark.com/campaigns/openenrollment_adwords.asp%3Ftx%3Dgg_openenrollment_eb
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/01/22/us/22medicaid.html?fta=y
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/01/22/us/22deal.html?fta=y
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/10/07/health/07well.html?fta=y
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/05/04/business/04insure.html?fta=y
http://www.nytimes.com/
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/world/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/opinion/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/style/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/science/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/business/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/nyregion/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/national/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/technology/index.html
http://travel.nytimes.com/pages/travel/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/jobs/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/realestate/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/02/03/us/03insure.html?_r=1&emc=eta1#top
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/sports/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/health/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/automobiles/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/arts/index.html
https://careers.nytco.com/TAM/nyt_docs/TAM/candidate.html
http://www.nytco.com/
http://firstlook.nytimes.com/
http://query.nytimes.com/gst/sitesearch_selector.html?query=&date_select=full&type=nyt
http://spiderbites.nytimes.com/
http://nytimes.com/ref/membercenter/help/infoservdirectory.html
http://www.nytimes.com/membercenter/sitehelp.html
http://www.nytimes.com/corrections.html
http://www.nytimes.com/privacy
http://www.nytimes.com/ref/membercenter/help/copyright.html
http://www.nytimes.com/rss
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/arts/index.html
http://nytimes.com/2009/04/21/theater/reviews/21yeat.html
http://nytimes.com/2009/04/21/theater/reviews/21yeat.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/opinion/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/04/21/opinion/21kane.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/04/21/opinion/21kane.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/science/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/04/21/science/earth/21tier.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/health/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/04/21/health/21case.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/04/21/health/21case.html
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/opinion/index.html
http://measureformeasure.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/04/20/encores/
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/world/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/04/21/world/europe/21russia.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/04/21/world/europe/21russia.html

