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From a societal perspective, paying people to quit smoking is highly cost-
effective, because the benefits of smoking cessation are so great. That's
one of the main takeaways from a new study by Louise B. Russell and
colleagues. At the same time, the study also helps us understand why
employers might be reluctant to implement financial incentive programs
in the workplace, given their shorter decision horizons and the fact that
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the benefits may accrue long after the employee leaves the company.

The study evaluates the cost-effectiveness of a randomized trial of 
financial incentives conducted with employees of CVS Caremark. The
financial incentives, which ranged from $800 to $1,940 per quitter, led
to much higher quit rates at six months. Although that sounds expensive,
the life expectancy gains from quitting smoking are large so the cost
might be worthwhile.

Using data from the trial, Russell and colleagues estimated life
expectancy gains (in life-years), quality of life gains (in quality-adjusted
life-years, or QALYs), health care costs, and employer costs. They
compared two perspectives: the societal one, which includes all health
gains and costs (regardless of payer) over participants' remaining
lifetimes, and the employer one, which includes only costs paid by the
employer over a five-year time horizon.

Their findings are eye-opening. Compared to business-as-usual, the
incentive programs were quite cost-effective from a societal point of
view: $3,200–$6,500 per life-year ($2,500–$5,100 per QALY). But
would implementing the program be a good business decision? From the
employer perspective (which also takes employee turnover into account),
costs ranged from $256,600–$1,711,100 per life-year. Because quality
of life gains are larger than life-expectancy gains in the early years, the
cost per QALY is much lower, but still substantial: $65,300–$128,800
per QALY. The cost-effectiveness improves considerably if employers
use a longer decision horizon (such as 20 years). But it is not likely that a
single employer will retain the employee for that entire time, meaning
that the gains will accrue to a different employer.

These findings explain why many employers may be reluctant to take on
the substantial upfront costs of these effective programs, even though
the eventual health "payoff" from quitting smoking is quite large. The

2/3

https://medicalxpress.com/tags/financial+incentives/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/health+care+costs/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/employer/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/costs/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/program/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/cost-effectiveness/


 

authors suggest that the costs of these programs might be shared between
employers and insurers, to make it more likely that they reach the people
who wish to stop smoking.

The study, "Cost-Effectiveness of Four Financial Incentive Programs for
Smoking Cessation," was published in the December 2021 issue of the 
Annals of the American Thoracic Society.
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