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“Change brings opportunity.”  ~ Ellen Glasgow
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Is open enrollment a passive exercise for you? Do you meet 
notification of this annual event with a yawn or a resigned sigh? Do 
you quickly glance through open enrollment materials and then 
set them aside? 

Though open enrollment gives employees the opportunity for 
a “do over,” allowing them to make changes to their employee 
benefits for the upcoming year, prior year elections often remain 
unchanged, not because they are in the best 
interests of the employees and their families, 
but simply due to inertia.

Health insurance is a large part of your total 
benefits package. It can make a huge impact 
on your family’s health and financial bottom 
line. Yet many employees take considerably 
more time planning their vacations than they 
do choosing their health insurance.

When speaking of health insurance, we 
use the word “enrolling” a lot, but perhaps 
“buying” is a better word. We buy health 
insurance by making transparent payroll 
deductions, making it easy to lose sight of the 
fact that we are making a major purchase.

Would you buy a household appliance, a cell phone, a car, or a 
vacation package without doing your homework first? Of course 
not. Then why buy a health insurance plan worth thousands of 
dollars without knowing what you are purchasing? (See Figure 1 for 
the average 2016 costs of employer-sponsored health insurance 
broken down by employee and employer contributions).

"Yet many employees 
take considerably 

more time planning 
their vacations than 

they do choosing 
their health 
insurance."

Open Enrollment—
 Your Health Insurance 
  Do-Over    Opportunity

Know the Cost

Crunch the numbers to determine if your chosen health plan is 
giving you the best bang for your buck. Taking the following steps 
will aid you in this exercise: 

• Take the long view—Determine the cost to you of each health 
insurance option on an annual basis, rather 
than per pay period. 

• Look back—Review the health care 
services you bought since being covered 
under your current plan.

• Compare plans—How did your current 
plan cover those expenses, and how would 
the plan options offered at open enrollment 
cover them?

• Be all-inclusive—Be sure to figure in 
copays, coinsurance, deductibles, and out-of-
pocket maximums.

• Look ahead—Project whether the 
health care services you are likely to buy in the 
coming plan year will mirror the current year’s 

or whether you foresee a change in your health care buying. Are 
you planning for a new baby? Will an adult child drop off of your 
plan? Are you expecting to undergo knee or hip surgery? Do 
you anticipate a change of treatment plan for a chronic health 
condition?

• Consider taxes—Buying a higher-cost plan, enrolling in a flexible 
spending account (FSA), or participating in a health savings 
account (HSA) will reduce your annual taxable income.



“Success occurs when opportunity
meets preparation.” ~ Zig Ziglar2

Know the Rules

Health insurance is complex, so it pays to know the details of each 
plan and how it works. A few examples:

• Referrals—HMOs generally require a primary care physician 
to refer you to specialists, whereas PPOs do not.

• Limitations—Plans can no longer establish annual or lifetime 
dollar limits on essential benefits, however, visit and quantity 
limits may be in place (e.g., 20 chiropractic visits per plan 
year; one set of hearing aids every five years).

• Covered services—Most plans cover what the Affordable 
Care Act calls “ten essential benefits.” But plans have some 
leeway on what they consider “essential.” For example, if you 
are considering gastric bypass surgery, you may find that one 
plan option covers that service whereas another does not.

• Covered medications—If you depend on a brand-name 
medication to treat a chronic health condition, ensure that 
the plan option you choose covers it under its formulary.

• Eligibility—Certain plans have rules dictating eligibility for 
participation. For example, you must be enrolled in a high 
deductible health plan (HDHP) in order to establish and 
contribute to an HSA. Further, you are disqualified from 
contributing to an HSA if you can be claimed as a dependent 
on another’s tax return, you are covered by a non-HDHP plan, 
say, through your spouse’s employer, or you are enrolled in 
Medicare.

Know Yourself

What is perfect for one person can be completely wrong for 
another. Nobody knows yourself and your family like you. 
An honest assessment of your budgeting, spending, and 
organizational style can help you make the best health plan 
choice. For example:

• Quick and easy is your style—When you need to buy health 
care services, you don’t like to wait on a referral or be tied 
down to a narrow network of doctors. You will likely be 
happier with a PPO than an HMO.

• You are a comparison shopper—You take time to research 
options before making purchases. An HDHP paired with an 
HSA may be perfect for you since these plans encourage and 
reward avid health care consumerism.

• Organization is not your strong suit—For example, though 
FSAs are cost-effective by using pre-tax dollars to buy health 
care services, you know you will not take the time to turn in 
receipts for reimbursement in a timely manner, even if you 
can find them in your cluttered purse or home office.

• You avoid doctors unless you are dying—You’d rather spend 
the day cleaning toilets than seeing a doctor for any reason, 
so the lowest cost plan available is probably going to work out 
fine for you.

Know the Experts

Doing your homework is one thing, but expecting yourself to 
become a health insurance expert is not realistic. You have people 
for that!

• Open enrollment meetings—If your company offers the 
chance to attend open enrollment meetings, take advantage. 
Come prepared with your questions and don’t be shy. The 
Creative Benefits representative facilitating the meeting is 
your personal expert on all things health insurance.

• Your ESR—The Creative Benefits ESR (Employee Services 
Representative) team is the best in the business. You can 
contact them over the phone or through email to have your 
questions answered. 

• Your tax advisor—He can help you understand the tax 
implications of FSAs, HSAs, and health reimbursement 
account (HRA) based on your family’s unique circumstances.

• Your financial advisor—Strategically thinking about all of your 
major purchases and your long-term financial goals is the job 
of your financial advisor. She can guide your choice of health 
insurance based on your finances today with an eye towards 
your financial future.

Figure 1: Kaiser Family Foundation 2016 Annual Cost of Employee Sponsored Health 
Insurance.



The love shown, the help provided, the 
understanding given to one with a serious 
illness can often speed recovery, or at the 
very least, help the person struggling to 
cope more positively.

Each illness is unique, with its own 
challenges. It’s clear that clinical 
depression manifests differently than 
cancer, diabetes, lupus, muscular 
dystrophy, or other debilitating diseases 
(though such diseases can include clinical 
depression). But the value of a strong 
support system provided by those who 
love a depressed individual cannot be 
overstated.

The legendary singer and songwriter, 
Bruce Springsteen, struggles with bouts 
of deep depression. “I was crushed 
between sixty and sixty-two, good for a 
year and out again from sixty-three to 
sixty-four,” he writes in his new memoir, 
Born to Run. “Not a good record.”

He credits his wife, Patti Scialfa, for helping him through. “She was 
stable enough and strong enough, and she brought a lot of love, 
you know, so those were very healing things over a long period of 
time.”

Often, a loved one can spot signs of depression even before 
the afflicted person, encouraging them to seek help before the 
depression goes too deep. “It sneaks up on you,” says Bruce, and 
about his wife, “Patti will observe a freight train bearing down, 
loaded with nitroglycerin and running quickly out of track…she gets 
me to the doctors and says, ‘This man needs a pill.’”

Do you love or care for someone who struggles with depression? 
You may be at a loss as to how to help him or her. The appropriate 
support depends on how the illness manifests in the individual 
suffering. Generally, though, the following guidelines are useful:

• Urge them to seek help. Perhaps accompany them to their 
doctor for a physical, at which time a depression assessment 
can be made. The doctor will refer them to the appropriate 
specialist. 

• Learn. Find out everything you can about depression so you 
can better understand what your loved one is experiencing. 
Encourage your loved one to learn, too. Point them to YouTube 
clips of others speaking about their experiences with depression, 
or blogs written by those who struggle, so that they don’t feel 
so alone.

• Listen and offer understanding. If the 
depressed individual feels like talking, give 
them your ear without judgement or lots of 
advice. Just be a sounding board for them. 
Knowing that the people who love them 
are trying to understand what they are 
going through can mean the world to the 
ill person. Don’t say, “I know how you are 
feeling,” because everyone feels depression 
differently.

• Just “be” with them. Especially if the 
individual has withdrawn socially, offer to 
watch a movie with them, play cards, or eat 
a meal with them. 

• Encourage healthy eating; discourage 
alcohol. Some depressed individuals 
overeat; some have no appetite at all. In 
whatever way you can, encourage them to 
eat healthy foods and forgo an abundance 
of sweets. Alcohol consumption can react 
badly to many antidepressants, and is, in 
itself, a depressant. 

• Assist with medication compliance. Antidepressants may take 
up to six weeks to begin working, and the depressed individual 
may give up too soon. Offer to pick up his medication from the 
pharmacy, and use a pill organizer to lay out the medication for 
each day of the week, then follow through to ensure he is taking 
it as prescribed. 

• Watch for side effects. Some can be worse than the depression. 
Research what the side effects are for the medications they are 
taking. You may see signs of them before the depressed person 
realizes she is experiencing side effects. Know which are serious 
enough to report immediately to the doctor. Pay particular 
attention to when the medication begins working, as that can be 
a critical time for someone depressed enough to consider taking 
his own life.

• Offer to go to therapy with them. But don’t force the issue if your 
loved one prefers to go alone. 

• Share in exercise. Exercise can be as effective as medications for 
some who struggle. Suggest taking short walks together, doing 
light yard work for 15 or 20 minutes, or practicing five minutes of 
yoga. Again, guard against forcing the issue or making them feel 
guilty if they choose not to exercise at that time.

“We want people to worry about us, but
when they do, we push them away.” ~ Anonymous3

LOVING SOMEONE WITH DEPRESSION PART 3 OF 3
In our spring and summer issues of The Pulse, we explored clinical and post-partum 
depression. In this, our final article in the series, we offer insights on how to support 
a loved one with depression while taking care of yourself.



“You never lose by loving. You always lose
by holding back.” ~ Barbara De Angelis4

Ensure Your Oxygen Mask Is in Place

The cliché is an oldie but goodie:  Put on your own oxygen mask 
before helping those around you. Depression can last months or 
even years. If you don’t take care of yourself, you won’t be able to 
give your loved one the critical support they need.

Because of the stigma depression carries, you may be reluctant 
to confide in others that you are supporting someone with the 
diagnosis. Concerning Bruce’s revelation of his depression in 
his book, Patti says, “If I’m being honest, I’m not completely 
comfortable with that part of the book.”

Even if you do let others know of your loved one’s depression, they 
may be reluctant to offer help due to their own misconceptions of 
the condition. This can leave you feeling like you’re on an island 
alone with the depressed person. The following are suggestions for 
making sure your oxygen mask is in place:

• Find support for yourself. Seek out a good therapist, an 
understanding friend, a support group, or Internet blogs. It’s 
natural to have feelings of anger, resentment, frustration, 
sadness, and guilt. Talking about them to a trusted confidant 
can relieve the stress that accompany these feelings.

• Know that you are not to blame. Because of the nature of 
depression, it can be easy for us to wonder if we contribute to 
our loved one’s illness in some way. Yes, circumstances and life 
events can contribute to depression, but its roots are biological. 
Through the support of a therapist, take inventory of yourself 
to see if there is anything you can change to improve your 
relationship with your loved one, but know that you are doing 
the best that you can to be supportive.

• Keep up with the hobbies and interests that fulfill you. You need 
these outlets to keep yourself from feeling overwhelmed.

• Practice wellness. Depression makes the sufferer and caregivers 
feel out of control. Overindulging in food and drink brings 
temporary relief of these out-of-control feelings, but will be 

harmful long-term. Staying physically and mentally fit will 
ultimately make you feel more in control and will keep stress 
from overtaking your life.

• Get in touch with your spiritual side. Meditate, spend time 
in nature, go to church, pray, explore your creative side—
whatever it is that touches the spiritual side of yourself will 
calm and center you so that you can face each day’s challenges.

• Know yourself. Set limits on what you can do without losing 
your sanity. You are not perfect, and your caregiving won’t 
be perfect. For example, if your loved one is falling deeper 
and deeper into depression, you may need to make difficult 
decisions about in-patient care or other treatments. Losing 
yourself in caring for another only means that two of you are 
now struggling.

• Accept help or hire help. Don’t decline the offers of help from 
friends and family. Now is not the time to play the martyr. 
When people ask, “What can I do to help,” be prepared with 
an answer. “Thank you so much! Do you have an hour to help 
me straighten the house?” Or, “Could you run a couple of 
errands for me?” Or, “A pot of your delicious soup would be 
wonderful.” Or, “Could you check in on my husband while I’m 
on my business trip?” People want to help but sometimes don’t 
know how. Give them the “how” and you will give them the 
pleasure of being of assistance. 

• Realize you are not a savior. Being supportive and loving does 
not absolve the depressed individual from taking responsibility 
for their own well-being. True, depending on the depth of the 
individual’s depression, it may be very difficult for him to take 
any positive steps towards recovery for a time. Remember you 
are there to support and love. Ultimately, the individual must 
become somewhat self-reliant in order to recover.



“Do not save what is left after spending, but
spend what is left after saving.” ~ Warren Buffet5

KNOW YOUR PLAN—IMPROVE 
YOUR HEALTH
Do These 4 Things Now to Maximize your Healthcare FSA 
Savings

PEANUT BUTTER 
APPLE NACHOS

Fall provides many opportunities 
to get your family out in the 
fresh air, including apple picking 
at a nearby pick-your-own farm. 
Use your baskets of sweet, 
crispy apples to make this 
delicious and nutritious snack 
the everyone will love on family 
movie night!

INGREDIENTS:

2 Granny Smith apples, cored 
and cut into wedges

1/4 c. all-natural peanut butter, 
warmed

2 tbsp. granola

1 tbsp. dried cranberries

INSTRUCTIONS:

On a serving plate, drizzle 
apples with peanut butter 
and top with granola and 
cranberries. Serve.

Photo: Ethan Calabrese
Recipe: Delish

A healthcare flexible spending account saves you money by allowing your pretax 
dollars to be spent on IRS-eligible health services and products. All too often, 
however, participants cancel out the cost savings by not staying on top of their 
accounts. Because most FSA plans end on December 31, fall is the ideal time to do 
these four things to ensure you are getting the most benefit from your account:

1. Be clear about your FSA plan’s rules and limitations.
a. Calendar year or non-calendar-year plan—Most FSA plans run from January 1 through 

December 31, but not all. 
b. FSA with carryover—Your employer may allow up to $500 of unused funds to be carried over 

to 2017, but is not required to do so. 
c. FSA with grace period—If your employer has not chosen the FSA with carryover option, 

a grace period of up to 2.5 months may be allowed. During this period, you may incur 
reimbursable expenses to use up any funds you have in your account.

d. Run-out period—During the run-out period, you can submit (not incur) receipts for eligible 
services rendered or products purchased during the plan year only for reimbursement. A 90-
day run-out period is common, but your employer may set a shorter window.

2. Review your account’s status
a. Go online—Most FSAs provide online management of your account, making it easy to see 

your account balance, review expenses that have been reimbursed to date, and find out if 
additional documentation is being requested to process any reimbursement requests.

b. Gather receipts—If you have unused funds remaining, gather any receipts for which you 
haven’t yet been reimbursed and submit them now.

3. Decide what to do with remaining funds 
a. Schedule appointments—Now is a good time to see your optometrist for that second pair 

of glasses, or visit your dentist to have that cavity filled. Been putting off that tonsillectomy? 
Schedule it before year end. Been considering laser eye surgery? Do it now.

b. Go shopping—The IRS allows reimbursement for a vast list of medical and health products. 
Go to www.FSAstore.com or review IRS Publication 502 (www.irs.gov/pub/irs-pdf/p502.pdf ) 
to see what is allowed. Note: Employers offering FSAs may not allow all IRS-eligible products 
and services to be reimbursed through their plans. 

4. Plan for your 2017 FSA
a. Rollover—If you are allowed to roll over any unused funds to the 2017 FSA, you may wish to 

adjust your FSA payroll deduction during open enrollment.
b. Increase or decrease contributions—If you used up your FSA funds in the first few months of 

2016, consider increasing your 2017 contributions if allowed. If you are struggling for ways to 
spend unused funds at the end of 2016, perhaps it’s worth decreasing your 2017 contribu-
tions.

c. Enroll—Be prepared to re-enroll in your FSA for next year—automatic enrollment is not 
allowed.



3. Breathe it all in
The cooler temperatures make long walks and hikes more enjoyable. 
Exploring the same terrain in autumn as you did in summer will 
be a whole new experience with the changing colors of the leaves 
and the fresh, autumn smells. Find a quiet, serene spot to sit by 
yourself and meditate or pray for a few minutes. Breathe deeply, 
exhale slowly, and feel your cares melt away.

4. Clean out

Autumn is an ideal time to reassess what you have, what you no 
longer need or want, and what you don’t have that you’ll need in 
the coming months. Remove the clutter from your life and you’ll 
feel invigorated, lighter, and unburdened.

• Give the clothing you no longer wear to a local women’s shelter 
or veteran’s group. You can feel good that someone in need 
will be thrilled to receive these items. Keep track of what you 
donate for a tax write-off.

• Make money by posting unwanted furniture and decorative 
items on Craigslist or through an app like letgo: 
(www.us.letgo.com/en). It’s fun and easy.

• Then use that money to ensure you are ready for winter. 
Replenish the box of emergency items you carry in your car. 
Buy flashlights and candles to be prepared when the electricity 
goes out. Treat yourself to that cashmere winter hat that 
you’ve always wanted but never bought because you already 
have three hats (after you donate or sell the other three). Get 
rid of those decades’ worth of Halloween, Thanksgiving, and 
Christmas decorations that you never use. Replace them with 
two or three quality decorations that you really love.

“Autumn is a second spring
when every leaf is a flower..”  ~ Albert Camus

5 TIPS TO MAKE THE MOST OF AUTUMN
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It’s a beautiful time of year—the colors, the smells, the cooler weather. After the heated fun of 
summer picnics and vacations, we begin turning a bit inward, slowing down, preparing for the 
colder months ahead. Consider these tips for gleaning the most from your autumn.

1. Buy in-season fruits and vegetables
They are cheap, fresh, delicious, packed with nutrition, and they 
give our bodies exactly what’s needed for the winter months 
ahead. Choose from this list of seasonal produce and experiment 
with a new recipe or try something new.

• Apples
• Brussel Sprouts
• Parsnips
• Pears
• Rutabaga
• Cauliflower
• Squash
• Pumpkin

• Sweet Potatoes
• Turnips
• Pomegranates
• Dates
• Kiwi

• Grapefruit
• Tangerine

2. Plan Ahead
The holidays are only weeks away—as well as the stress that 
invariably comes along. Warm up some apple cider in your favorite 
mug, sit on your deck or patio in your favorite sweatshirt, bring 
your calendar, and begin planning.

• Mark important dates, such as days your children’s school is 
closed; school events like holiday concerts, Halloween parades, 
and parent/teacher conferences; paid time off for you and 
your spouse; upcoming 
birthdays, weddings, and 
anniversaries; and doctors’ 
appointments, and 
community fall festivals.  
And plan now for any 
remaining vacation days 
you have left for the year 
so that you can give your 
employer adequate notice.

• Set timelines for holiday 
meals and get-togethers.

• Update your budget to 
consider the cost of gifts 
and of holiday parties you 
are hosting.

• Make lists of people you 
don’t want to forget 
during the holidays, gift 
ideas, menu ideas, safety measures to be taken care of, such 
as changing batteries in smoke detectors and replacing old or 
expired fire extinguishers.

• Plan fun and down time, otherwise the season will end as a blur 
of stressful shopping trips, meal preparation, and Olympic-type 
sprints from one activity to the other.



I recently got laid off. I planned to continue my 
medical insurance through COBRA, that is, until 
I received a COBRA package in the mail today. 
I think there’s been a mistake. I was paying 
$162 a month for my medical insurance while I 
was working, but the paperwork I just received 
says now I’ll have to pay nearly $551 a month! 
What’s going on here?

“The goal of real healthcare reform must be high-quality, 
universal coverage in a cost-effective way.” ~ Bernie Sanders7

ASK YOUR 
EMPLOYEE SERVICE 
REPRESENTATIVE
My COBRA—Is There Some Mistake?

Most people are shocked at the high cost of COBRA coverage. 
The reason for the difference between what you paid as an active 
employee and what you must pay as a COBRA enrollee is that once 
you terminate employment, your employer no longer subsidizes 
the cost of your medical insurance.

It appears your employer paid 70 percent of the cost of coverage 
($378 per month) while you contributed 30 percent ($162 per 
month). The additional cost is a small administrative fee that can 
be added to COBRA premiums (up to 2 percent).

The good news is that COBRA is not the only option you have to 
obtain medical insurance while you search for another job. The 
Affordable Care Act created the Health Insurance Marketplace, 
where individuals and families can shop for insurance. Because you 
lost your insurance due to being laid off, you are in what’s called a 
special enrollment period, meaning you have up to 60 days from 
the date you lost coverage to enroll in a Marketplace plan.

Through the Marketplace, you will likely find cheaper plans that will 
work for you until you find other employment. Depending on your 
annual income, you may be eligible for subsidies that will reduce 
the cost even more. You can shop and compare plans by going to 
www.healthcare.gov or by calling the Marketplace directly to speak 
to someone who can walk you through the process (800-318-2596).

There are reasons to continue coverage through COBRA in spite of 
the high cost. For example, if you are in the middle of treatment for 
a serious health condition, continuing your current coverage means 
you won’t have to change doctors or worry that coverage for the 
treatment may change under a new plan (though a new plan 
doesn’t necessarily mean a change in doctors or coverage). If you 
can afford the COBRA premium, you may opt for the convenience 
of staying in the exact plan you have been used to and not having 
to shop for new coverage.

The pros and cons of enrolling in COBRA or through the Marketplace 
are too complex to thoroughly examine here. It’s an important 
decision that is worth taking the time to research. Your health and 
your financial bottom line are at stake. 

Mark these days on your calendar now so that you can get a head 
start on planning the remainder of 2016

Halloween Monday, October 31
Daylight Savings Time Ends
(Turn your clock back 1 hr) Sunday, November 6 at 2 am

Thanksgiving Thursday, November 24
Christmas Eve Saturday, December 24
Christmas Sunday, December 25
New Year's Eve Saturday, December 31

5. Focus on sleep and take Vitamin D
Good, restful sleep is essential as we move into autumn and winter. 
The shorter days and longer nights are nature’s way of telling us to 
slow down and rest.

• Practice good sleep hygiene by keeping the temperature in your 
home low at night (between 60-65 degrees), while snuggling 
under layers of warm blankets.

• Do your best to get out in the morning sunlight for up to 30 
minutes to set your circadian rhythm.

• Turn off electronics at least an hour before bedtime, our use an 
app like f.lux™ (www.justgetflux.com) to minimize the blue light 
that comes off your computer and can disrupt sleep.

• Take a vitamin D supplement due to your limited sun exposure 
this time of year. 


