
 

 

 

 

 

 

LOOKING AHEAD 
Five Health Trends to Watch 

In the face of rising prescription drug costs, a host of new therapies coming to market (including million-

dollar, potentially life-changing drugs), workforce talent shortages, and an ever-changing regulatory and 

legislative climate, many plan sponsors are grappling with how to protect their members and arm their 

plans for success.  

 

As we look ahead, the industry will continue to evolve, adapt, and innovate across the health care 

continuum. We continue to keep a close eye on the following five trends that are making waves in health 

care, resulting in titanic shifts that plan sponsors seek expert help to navigate.  
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In 2019, the National Business Group on Health reported that health care costs were predicted to 

increase another 6.0% in 2020 – consistent with the past five years.1  

While rising costs likely don’t come as a surprise, the magnitude is compounded by several factors: 

 Gene therapies are becoming available in the costliest therapy classes, and plan 

sponsors are grappling with how to protect their plans while making these life-changing 

drugs available to their members who need them. 

 By 2030, an estimated 80 million people in the U.S. will have three or more chronic 

diseases.2 

 86 cents of every health care dollar is spent on caring for chronic conditions.3 

 

TREND FORECAST: WHAT COULD DRIVE DRUG SPENDING 

FOR THE NEXT THREE YEARS?  

Check out the 2019 Express Scripts Drug Trend Report. 

RISING MEDICAL AND 

PHARMACEUTICAL COSTS IMPACT 

ACCESS AND QUALITY OF CARE 

https://www.express-scripts.com/corporate/articles/embarc-benefit-protection
https://www.express-scripts.com/corporate/drug-trend-report


3 

 

  

Because the health care system has historically focused on volume over value, we’re spending 

more money on health care – nearly twice as much per capita as other countries – but the 

U.S. isn’t necessarily achieving better results. Value-based contracting strategies aim to fix this 

by flipping the equation to unlock and reward both financial and clinical outcomes.  

Plan sponsors have come to rely on their pharmacy innovation partners for new and better 

ways to take on the risk of managing clinical and financial challenges. Express Scripts holds 

the entire health care marketplace accountable in ways that others don’t, won’t, or can’t. Our 

specialized clinical model and value-based contracting strategies are designed to help plans 

improve patient care for the toughest conditions while also controlling costs.  

In 2019, plans that participated in our SafeGuardRx® programs experienced lower drug trend 

in ALL of the following therapeutic categories when compared to their non-enrolled 

counterparts. 

 

RISING MEDICAL AND 

PHARMACEUTICAL COSTS IMPACT 

ACCESS AND QUALITY OF CARE 

 

TREND FOR PARTICIPATING AND 

NONPARTICIPATING PLANS IN SAFEGUARDRX 

PROGRAMS BY THERAPY CLASS, 2019 

https://www.safeguardrx.com/
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There’s more to an individual’s health than meets the eye. One in five U.S. 

adults is living with a mental health condition – and what’s in our heads 

doesn’t necessarily stay in our heads. It can affect different aspects of our 

lives and those around us. Employers are taking note out of concern for their 

employees, as nearly three in 10 suffer from severe stress, anxiety, or 

depression.4  

Mental health conditions can take a physical and financial toll on members 

living with these conditions as well as on their plan sponsors. For instance, 

people living with depression have average overall medical costs that are 2.5 

times higher than those without.5 Moreover, they are three times less likely to 

follow recommended treatment plans.6  

Not only can this drive up spend for your plan and put the patient’s health 

further at risk, but people experiencing mental health conditions can bring 

those issues to work as well.  

A recent survey from Mercer found that about 75% of employers with 

workforces of 5,000 people or more say access to behavioral health care is a 

concern in some or all of their locations.8 Another survey found that the 

number of employers measuring the stress level of their employees is on track 

to more than triple by 2021 – from 16% to 53%. And, more than half of 

employers will offer apps to support sleep and relaxation by 2021, compared 

with the 27% that offer these services today.9   

 

DEPRESSION IS 

ESTIMATED TO 

COST EMPLOYERS 

AROUND $44 

BILLION PER 

YEAR. 7 

 

HEALTH CARE IS IMPROVED WHEN WE 

ADDRESS WHOLE-PERSON HEALTH 
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Investing in mental health treatment is proven to be clinically effective for patients. It’s also good for 

business, lowering long-term and downstream medical costs, disability costs and absenteeism, and 

increasing productivity. 

The most severe consequence of mental health issues, however, is the loss of life. It could be a family 

member, friend, colleague, mentor, patient or role model, but in every case, it’s a person. According to 

the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, the rate of suicide has increased more than 30% in half 

of the states in the U.S.  

“MENTAL HEALTH 

REMAINS A KEY 

AREA OF FOCUS. 

2020 WILL BRING 

DOUBLE-DIGIT 

INCREASES IN 

EMPLOYERS 

OFFERING ANTI-

STIGMA CAMPAIGNS 

AND MANAGER 

TRAININGS ON 

MENTAL HEALTH.” 10 

HEALTH CARE IS IMPROVED 

WHEN WE ADDRESS WHOLE-

PERSON HEALTH 
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One of our specialist pharmacists, Elizabeth Melanson, PharmD, explains her unique 

opportunity to help at-risk patients whenever and wherever they need the support. 

 

As a pharmacist and part of many patients’ team of care providers, I and other pharmacists have 

an important opportunity to help those at risk of suicide. 

Many prescription drugs carry a warning of depression or even worse, an increased risk of 

suicidal ideation. More than 200 medications, including analgesics, anticonvulsants, beta 

blockers, birth control, proton pump inhibitors, and steroids, to name a few, list these side effects. 

A recent article published in The Journal of the American Medical Association  found the risk of 

depression is compounded when multiple medications with depression as a side effect are taken 

together. This is a very concerning dose-response pattern. More than a third of American adults 

are using medications with this potential, and nearly a quarter of them have suicidal symptoms. 

Pharmacists are in a unique role within the health care system to reduce the risk of suicide 

because we’re readily accessible, we talk to patients regularly, and we have access to their 

medication records. By reviewing their medications, we can infer certain medical conditions that 

may identify “at risk” patients for suicide, like mental health disorders or chronic pain. 

Read more about Elizabeth’s perspective and find additional resources.  

HEALTH CARE IS IMPROVED 

WHEN WE ADDRESS WHOLE-

PERSON HEALTH 

https://www.express-scripts.com/corporate/experts/melanson
https://www.express-scripts.com/corporate/experts/melanson
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/article-abstract/2684607
https://www.express-scripts.com/corporate/articles/suicide-prevention-unique-opportunity-pharmacists
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According to a survey of more than 

7,000 global consumers, 74% of 

consumers expect companies to “treat 

me as an individual” – not as part of a 

segment like “millennials.”11  

To achieve the greatest member 

engagement possible, health care 

needs to fit simply and naturally into 

each individual’s day-to-day routine, 

and health care providers need to 

deploy programs and clinical-care 

support specific to each individual’s 

health profile at the right time.  

Implementing an engagement 

platform that aggregates 

point solutions and pushes 

personalized communications 

to employees was among the 

top five health care initiatives 

for large employers in 2020.12  

CONTINUED FOCUS IS NEEDED ON THE 

HEALTH CARE EXPERIENCE FROM THE 

CONSUMER’S PERSPECTIVE 

A high-touch care model that leverages machine learning with a personal touch has the greatest 

potential to transform a patient’s health care experience. Using advanced targeting and patient-level 

insights while monitoring clinical performance, we work with our specialized care pharmacists through 

our therapeutic-specific centers of excellence to engage with members who need additional support.  

Specialized care pharmacists, who spend nearly 100 percent of their time working with patients who 

are living with diabetes, hypertension, and other chronic conditions, are afforded a 360-degree view of 

each patient, enabling them to better improve health outcomes, which are guaranteed.  

Learn more about how we are reimagining clinical excellence and the patient experience with           

Health Connect 360SM . 

 

https://my.express-scripts.com/healthconnect360.html
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NEARLY 1 IN 2 PROVIDER EXECUTIVES SAID 

REVAMPING THE PATIENT EXPERIENCE IS ONE 

OF THEIR ORGANIZATION’S TOP 3 PRIORITIES 

OVER THE NEXT 5 YEARS.13 

CONTINUED FOCUS IS NEEDED ON THE 

HEALTH CARE EXPERIENCE FROM THE 

CONSUMER’S PERSPECTIVE 
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Twenty years ago, the world was in awe when the first camera phone came on the market.14 We've made 

great advancements on the technology and innovation front since then – and it’s difficult to predict what 

type of digital tools and intelligence will be available 20 years from now.  

But one thing is for sure: Digital innovation, including telehealth, wearables, digital devices, care clinics, 

home-based care, and microhospitals, is shifting the health care paradigm, creating a more personalized, 

data-driven approach that supports the “whole person.”  

The global digital health market, for example, is projected to reach $380 billion by 2024, growing 26% 

annually.15 As more U.S. consumers and health care providers demand and adopt these technologies, 

health benefits leaders increasingly are challenged not with whether, but where, to invest in digital health.  

 

INNOVATIONS IN HEALTH CARE 

DELIVERY LEAD TO GREATER 

ACCESSIBILITY 
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Currently, more than 300,000 digital health-related applications and 340 consumer wearable 

devices are on the market worldwide, and 200 health apps are added to the top app stores 

each day.16   

The future of care delivery also is shifting. In turn, health service companies will be addressing 

changes through people, platforms, and tools they put into practice to improve engagement, 

enablement, and patient experiences.  

The clinical model of the future will bring together data-driven consultants, innovation 

champions, and critical thinkers to achieve the new clinical gold standard: a patient-focused, 

digital-first offering that connects and delivers care everywhere – at home, at work, and on 

the go.  

Express Scripts has a legacy of innovation grounded in clinical research and behavioral 

sciences. We challenge ourselves to consider not only what’s next, but what’s best for our 

clients and their members. We’re committed to unlocking new value and addressing the 

toughest challenges through continuous innovation as we advance toward better clinical and 

financial outcomes. 

300,000+  
health and wellness apps exist in the market today. 
Learn more about how to navigate the digital health landscape. 

INNOVATIONS IN HEALTH CARE 

DELIVERY LEAD TO GREATER 

ACCESSIBILITY 

 

https://www.express-scripts.com/corporate/about/timeline
https://www.express-scripts.com/corporate/node/2239
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“Our industry-leading technology 

platforms are powered by data and 

analytics from billions of claims. 

Through the use of machine learning and 

AI, coupled with high-touch interactions 

with our pharmacists, we are helping 

physicians make the most appropriate, 

cost-effective prescribing decisions with 

significantly reduced administrative 

burden.” - Lynne Nowak, MD,  

Chief Physician Experience Officer, Express Scripts 

 

Despite spending a third of their time analyzing data, only 38% of teams say they’re good at using it to 

make decisions.17 That’s because data without actionable insights is virtually meaningless.  

Think about everything that influences your health: your job, where you live, how you eat, etc. You and 

your health are unique and special. Now, imagine the challenge of caring for more than 100 million 

people, each with their own considerable set of expectations, perceptions, and circumstances.  

The only way to really understand all of this information is by turning vast data sets into information we 

can use – and that’s a challenge our enterprise data science team takes on every day. 

A simpler pharmacy experience starts by improving connectivity and easing the administrative burden for 

physicians and their staffs. Through a physician-minded portfolio of programs and digital tools, we’ve 

designed ways to streamline and improve the prescribing process. 

Digital solutions, such as electronic prior authorizations, clinical direct messaging, and real-time 

prescription benefit information improve connectivity and reduce costs for members and plans. Using 

real-time data, prescribing decisions are better informed by sharing the patient’s out-of-pocket cost, 

formulary coverage, therapy options, generic vs. brand-pricing, and pharmacy channel-pricing differences. 

The information also helps physicians address safety concerns, such as drug interactions, overutilization, 

and adherence gaps for patients who are late to fill a prescription. 

 

ACCESS TO ADVANCED ANALYTICS 

AND DATA IS KEY TO IMPROVING 

OUTCOMES, MEMBER EXPERIENCE 

AND FINANCIAL RESULTS 
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Beyond the doctor’s office, data and advanced analytics will continuously 

be used to better understand members’ unique needs and experiences to 

transform how member service and optimal member experience is 

delivered. 

With incredible investments in artificial intelligence, machine learning, and 

advanced analytics over the last several years, Express Scripts has been 

leveraging data and technology to listen to every member in our care.  

Express Scripts’ PULSE is a proprietary platform that uses natural 

language processing to digitize and organize unstructured data from 

multiple sources – emails, website feedback, phone calls with our 

pharmacists and customer service agents, physician notes in electronic 

health records, even social media engagement with the company. We 

convert all interactions with members and providers into consumable data 

sets, then apply algorithms to assign sentiment, reveal member 

preferences, and create solutions for any problems that arise. 

However, it’s difficult to talk about data in health care without also 

touching on the topic of privacy and data security.  

Digital health is a booming business, continuing to attract newcomers with 

little health care experience from a variety of industries beyond health 

care.  

In fact, 28 percent of digital health participants consisting of IT/tech 

companies, market research/consulting companies, and app 

developers/agencies have less than two years of digital health industry 

experience.18  

In addition to a lack of health care experience, without formal industry 

oversight, some commercial app developers participating in the digital 

health market may collect and sell data to other organizations, target ads, 

and otherwise compromise users’ privacy. 

A recent study found that a whopping 80 percent of the most popular 

health applications do not comply with standards intended to prevent 

misusing and disseminating users' data.19  

Though promising developments are underway – including growing 

oversight of developer technology – health care providers, payers, and 

patients do not have sufficient guidance to help them select effective 

products that meet specific requirements and best integrate into a 

particular health care context.20 

This is a primary reason Express Scripts launched the industry’s first 

Digital Health Formulary, which consists of a three-stage review and 

selection protocol of hundreds of submissions from digital health 

developers, to help employers and health plans manage this fast-growing 

segment of health care while improving access to patients – and ensuring 

the vendors are rigorously evaluated. 

“Ensuring the security 

and privacy of 

personal health care 

data is absolutely 

crucial. In addition to 

therapeutic value, 

effective usability and 

cost effectiveness, 

another critical 

determinant of the 

viability of a 

particular digital 

health solution is its 

stringent security and 

privacy standards.” 

Mark Bini, Vice President, 

Innovation and Member 

Experience, Express Scripts 

ACCESS TO ADVANCED ANALYTICS AND DATA 

IS KEY TO IMPROVING OUTCOMES, MEMBER 

EXPERIENCE AND FINANCIAL RESULTS 
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WHERE TO GO FROM HERE? 

 

There is never any shortage of health care challenges facing plan sponsors and patients, and one can 

only speculate as to what lies on the horizon.  

However, Express Scripts is here to be the partner of choice for plan sponsors to help plans navigate the 

uncertainties and to ultimately make health care simpler, more predictable, and more affordable for all. 

 

The doors to learn more are always open.                       

The key is to contact your Express Scripts 

representative to learn more, book a virtual 

meeting, or to plan a visit to The Express Scripts. 

Lab 

 

https://www.express-scripts.com/corporate/the-lab
https://www.express-scripts.com/corporate/the-lab
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