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Chris
Hello, I am Chris Bowman, vice president at the Principal Financial Group.  

Growing companies face many challenges today. Not the least of which is finding and keeping high performing employees in an increasingly competitive market. 

It’s even more of a challenge when the employees you are competing for are highly skilled and in high demand. We are going to find out how one growing company has overcome this challenge. 

My guest today is Vic Adamo, he is president of ProAssurance Corporation, based in Birmingham, Alabama. ProAssurance is the fourth largest provider of medical professional liability insurance in America and had 591 employees as of September 30th. 

We asked ProAssurance to join us today because the company has been named by an independent panel of judges as one of The Principal 10 Best Companies for 2007.  This is a national program sponsored by The Principal. The program recognizes growing companies for excellence in providing their employees with financial security through benefits and other programs.   

Thanks for joining us today, Vic.

Vic: 

Thank you, Chris, I am pleased to participate.

Chris:  

As I said, our focus today is on how growing companies can compete for highly skilled, niche employees in a very competitive marketplace. ProAssurance is a great example because its employees must have a special skill set.  Vic, please tell us more about what ProAssurance does and who you serve.

Vic: 

Chris, we are an insurance company that specializes in professional liability insurance for physicians, health care facilities, dentists, and, and lawyers.

We serve a population of professionals primarily in the southern and Midwestern states and in the mid Atlantic states.     We have top line revenue of approximately 700 million dollars and a workforce made up of largely professional level employees and technical staff.  We’re able to serve our clients at both the central level and the local level.  Our model is to centralize some of our back room services like IS and accounting but to be very close to our clients when it comes to the delivery of the insurance products through  underwriting, marketing, and claims operations.

Chris: 

So, what kind of special training or skills do your employees need to serve the medical profession, that very special market you are in?

Vic:  It depends upon the discipline within our company that the employee is attached to.  Obviously we have accountants who need to be CPA and well trained in those regards.  Our core skills as we serve the clients are underwriting of insurance policies, which actually turns out to be more of a general background that people learn on the job, so we look for somebody who has a college degree and can be a person who can learn on the job and then the delivery of our products through claims management and risk management.  We are often looking there for lawyers, for paralegals, for nurses, for people that have skills in the legal process, the medical process, or both.  We have a number of RNJDs, or nurse lawyers on our staff, in the risk management department and their job is to translate the legal environment to the physician, so as a physician knows how to practice medicine, we also train them to be aware of what is going on in the legal, the legal arena hopefully to avoid claims, but in the event a claim arises, how to deal with a claim once it arises.

Chris:

So Indeed you have very very specialized needs for your employee group.  We know that the insurance industry as a whole tends to have above average benefits packages so it’s a real challenge for ProAssurance to have a program that really stands out from the rest in order to compete for those very specialized niche employees you need to have.  The independent panel of judges for the Principal 10 Best found that ProAssurance’s benefits are well above market.  Vic, how about a summary of the outstanding benefit program that earned you a place among the very best in the nation.

Vic:

Thank you.  I’m pleased to talk about it.

On the health care side which obviously is very important to everyone today, we pay 85 percent and the employees pay 15 percent both for the employee themselves and for dependents. The key to that was we wanted to be sure the company was providing the resources for a strong medical package but also to have employee participation.  And what we’ve done is try to freeze those percentages in place so as our health care costs go up, both the company and the employee feel the burden of that and understand the need for all of us to collectively try to keep down health care costs. 

We have 401 k which we give a 5 percent base contribution and also match employees dollar for dollar for another 5 percent of their income. We have a unique plan being a public company, we have a stock purchase plan where by employees want to put their own dollars towards purchasing ProAssurance stock, we’ll match dollar for dollar up to the first 2 thousand dollars on an annual basis and a 50 percent match on additional 8,000 dollars so that we have employees who not only have the benefit of being an employee but can have the benefit of being an owner of the company and that is very important as we work through our organization and try to have everybody think not only as a staff member but as an owner of the company. We have long term disability and short term disability products, as well.

Chris:

When we did the evaluation process for ProAssurance, you gave us a quote and you said: “The strength of our organization is measured by the strength of our employees.”  How do you see the benefit programs fitting in to your ability to attract and retain your very specialized employees we’ve talked about?

Vic:

Well, to be succinct about it, given the people we are trying to attract to our organization…it is very much a sellers market, we’re competing for skilled people, who have other alternatives not only at our company, but at other insurance companies or even other disciplines, and we try to keep them attracted to ProAssurance through both our pay, the company culture, the way our reputation is in the community, and to our benefits package.

Chris:

Which of those benefits programs that matter most to your employees, Vic?

Vic:

Why I’d have to say, that to everyone these days health care matters the most. And we of course, being a medical malpractice insurance company, we are part of the health care environment so we are very in tune to how health care is received and health care is delivered and then once one gets past the immediate need for health care certainly the long term security of retirement matters and we encourage people through our contributions and to understand their long term needs to put away not only money in 401 k but additional savings, how to manage those savings and those components gives people the ability to retire at a reasonable age and have economic security after they’ve retired.

And the third part from our end again is our stock purchase plan which is a mind set and it helps people understand the company both as an employee and as an owner of the company.

Chris:

Well, Vic what you are doing seems to be working. Looks like your turnover rate is about 6 percent versus 13.7 percent which is more of an industry standard.  Besides a very low turnover, how else do you measure the value, the rate of return for your investment you make in the benefit program? 

Vic:

When we look at our workforce, we looked at ourselves and we say what does it mean to be a ProAssurance staff member. We’re looking certainly that we provide security to the employees but also looking for the morale and drive of the staff that they are going to work that extra mile in our case it literally means going the extra mile because on a professional level we are going out to meet with our client in their offices.  A lawsuit comes up; help them through the process because we deal with physicians practice medicine during the day we are often going at 7 or 7:30 in the morning to meet with them or at night for a risk management seminar.  So we judge it by the morale of the employees and how willing they are to go that extra mile for our clients.

Chris:

You have mentioned a few times, Vic, today the medical program and how important it is, and we know just from watching the industry that medical costs and other benefits are increasing at dramatic rate, how do you balance those rising costs with the need to have a strong program?

Vic:

We are fortunate in our organization because we do have a high amount of revenue per employee, and because of that providing benefits works a little bit easier into our system.  We are also fortunate that our offices are located in the middle parts of US, south and the Midwest where there are very good pools of talented employees but a moderate overall cost structure.  So while it’s always a challenge, I think we feel we are benefited by both of those factors in our particular organization.

Chris:

We’ve talked about those employees going the extra mile for you.  Can you elaborate a little bit more perhaps about how the benefit program really does motivate and engage employees?

Vic:

Sure.  Everybody has as we all know thousands of distractions going on in life. So we look at it as a job of ProAssurance as the employer to provide economic stability for our employees that they can meet their needs that they are not going to worry about getting to the doctor or dentist or worry about how to provide for those services. 

So we try to provide the package for folks that allow them to, when they are here on the job, to concentrate on the job and not to worry about the basics of life.  

That we want to be a strong employer helping our employees get ahead economically. And certainly providing the platform where they don’t have to worry about basic economic needs as they go about doing their jobs.

Chris:

What other tips would you give, Vic, to another growing company who wants to reap the rewards of a strong benefit program? 

Vic:

In our case, we try to be strong, and competitive, and we’ve looked at that from a number of angles.  One, when we put together our benefit package, we redesigned the benefit package in 2001, so it’s a relatively new package, in the way we administer it now. We wanted to be sure it was competitive, but also economically sustainable over the long run.  In other words, we want to say, if we put these benefits in place now, do we have a reasonable foresight that we will be able to keep these benefits in place for the long run.  It is one of our guiding principals.  

The second guiding principal is we wanted to make benefit package equal for everyone in the organization.  We try not to have any benefits that just say a few of us in administration get that are not available to others in company.  So our mantra is that the newest employee in organization has the same benefits package as the CEO.  We feel that is   very important in having stability for organization and a good work force morale.

 Chris:
That’s all the time we have. My guest has been Vic Adamo, president, of ProAssurance Corporation who is one of The Principal 10 Best Companies for 2007.  Vic, thanks very much for joining us.  

Vic:

Thank you.

Chris:

If you’d like more information on The Principal 10 Best program visit our web site at www.principal.com/10.  That’s the number 10. 

There you can get to know more about our winners, you can enter your company in the 2008 competition and you can download our Best Practices Guide. 

I’m Chris Bowman. And thanks for joining us. 
