
1.  University Senate Resolution Requesting an Increase in Employer Contributions 
to Health Care Benefits 
 
The University Senate urges the University to increase its employer contribution to faculty and staff 
health care benefits to at least benchmark average. 
 
The current employer contributions from Western Kentucky University are significantly below those of 
its Benchmark Institutions and other Kentucky universities and colleges. The attached data from 2009 
shows how far below benchmark WKU has fallen.  
 
The proposed contribution for 2011 will not close the gap between WKU and its benchmarks.  Often 
during the last several years, WKU employee contributions have not changed in many tiers (employee, 
employee + spouse, employee + children, family), but the plans themselves have lost significantly in 
value requiring higher and higher co-payments, out-of-pocket expenses, etc. The reduction in value 
leads to significantly higher cost for WKU employees.  
 
A larger WKU contribution is needed to halt the continued erosion of plan value. 
 
The University Senate requests that the appropriate administrators respond to the University Senate as to 
the action taken on this resolution.  
 
2.  University Senate Resolution on Variable Employer Contributions for Health Plan 
 
The University Senate requests that the University explore implementing a variable employer 
contribution plan for WKU’s Health Plan.   
 
A majority of WKU’s Benchmark Institutions and other Kentucky universities and colleges use a 
variable employer contribution plan.  Implementing this at WKU will bring the university more in line 
with its benchmarks. 
 
For many WKU employees, insuring dependents (children, spouses) is too expensive and not 
affordable.  A variable contribution could better offset health care costs that employees might otherwise 
deem too expensive, and ensure that more WKU employees are able to select the plan most suitable for 
their families. 
 
The University Senate requests that appropriate representatives of the Benefits Committee report back to 
the University Senate with their findings.  
 
3.  University Senate Resolution on Benefits Committee Representation 
 
The University Senate believes that faculty representation on the Benefits Committee should be 
expanded.  The University Senate requests that the President appoint two additional University Senate-
nominated faculty representatives to the Benefits Committee.   
The University Senate requests that the appropriate administrators respond to the University Senate as to 
the action taken on this resolution. 
 
  
 
  



Phil Lienesch, Biology (nominated by Jerry Daday) 
 
Jerry Daday had mentioned that there was a position opening and that he might nominate me for the 
spot.  I am interested in serving on the committee and understand the importance of the work the 
committee does. 
 
As for the resolution/responses: 
 
I am sure the first resolution reflects the never ending battle to get the administration for fund benefits to 
the level appropriate for a leading American university with international reach.  While I appreciate the 
fact that the school has awarded raises during a period of economic hardship, it needs to be recognized 
that it was a symbolic gesture and did little to raise compensation to the level of our benchmarks.  There 
have been many new administrative initiative in the last 10 years that have been instituted at the expense 
of raising benefits (or total compensation) to the level of our benchmarks.  I believe we need to keep 
reminding the administration that it is still "academics turn" until real changes are made to bring us up to 
benchmarks. 
 
As for the second resolution, I have to admit that I do not know much about the benefit packages at 
other universities (i.e., benchmarks) but I do know that WKU's plan is expensive for employees seeking 
coverage for spouses and children.  We do not maintain a flat rate per employee many of our other 
modes of compensation (e.g., salary, access to preston center, raises, tuition for family members), so it 
seems reasonable to have more support for employees with families.  This is especially important to 
retain faculty.  We have spent many years focusing on the fact that we are competing with others 
schools for students (dorm renovations, repeated DUC renovations, increases spending on athletics), we 
need to acknowledge that the same is true for faculty and staff. 
 
The argument that the number of faculty on the benefits committee should reflect the overall 
composition for employees at the university seems very weak.  Does the percentage of non-
administrator staff members on the committee also reflect their composition of the 1,457 full-time 
employees at WKU?  I am going to guess that they do not and that administrators make up the bulk of 
the committee.  The faculty are the heart of the university and should be well represented on every 
committee. Administration and staff are here to support the faculty in providing the main mission of the 
university; education. 
 
I have to admit that as a single male, I have not been nearly as affected by some of the details of our 
benefits package as my colleagues who are married with children.  I think that I am a fairly reasonable 
person who has empathy for people in different situation and that I could work with other members of 
the committee to try to put WKU into its best position to recruit, retain, and provide the needed services 
(i.e., health care, retirement savings) for all of its employees. 
 
 
Brian Strow, Economics (nominated by President Ransdell) 
 
Yes, I do have a strong interest in serving on the benefits committee. Having served as a city 
commissioner, I have extensive experience working with and designing employee benefit plans.  I 
believe that I could use my quantitative skills along with my experience to represent the faculty well on 
the committee. 
 
As for the faculty senate resolutions: 



 
I firmly believe that it is important for WKU to offer a highly competitive benefits package.  It is 
important when comparing compensation packages across institutions to examine the whole pay plus 
benefits package.  I did this very thing in a cross city analysis of Bowling Green's pay and benefits 
package.  The better the faculty's quantitative analysis, the better position faculty will be in to make their 
case to the administration. 
 
As for the question of a variable benefit plan, I would would want to look at the data (I'm very data 
driven) on plans from our peer schools.  Do I want health care to be more affordable to more people? 
Yes.  Do I want to increase premiums for some faculty members so that I can reduce it for 
others?  That's a harder sell. 
 
As for the optimal number of people on a committee, I would need to serve on a committee before 
knowing whether it is too large or too small.  I apologize if that sounds non-committal, but I don't like 
offering my opinions as facts without supporting data. 
 
As for my ability to work well with others, I would hope that our faculty regent would vouch for me.  I 
chaired the Senate's Gen Ed Committee when she was on it.  With my former role at the city, I also have 
had the opportunity to work with the administration.  I voted against our president's position in a land 
swap deal between the city and WKU for SKYPAC because I did not see it in the best interest of the city 
of Bowling Green.  I, however, voted with our president's interests in other matters when I felt that it 
was in the best interest of Bowling Green.  That is to say, if appointed, I will be a faculty representative 
and work in our interests. 
 
Finally, I want to increase discussion of the family tuition benefit offered by WKU.  We need to actively 
discuss a number of issues there from tuition portability among Kentucky institutions to the educational 
benefits given to WKU employees whose spouse also works at WKU. 
 
Thank you for your consideration.  I believe that I would be a valuable addition to the committee. 
 
 
Kelly Reames, English (nominated by Patti Minter) 
 
October 31, 2011 
Dear Members of the SEC, 
First, I’d like to reiterate my willingness to serve on the Benefits Committee and thank you for soliciting 
my input regarding recent related University Senate resolutions and President Ransdell’s response.  
First, the “University Senate Resolution Requesting an Increase in Employer Contributions to Health 
Care Benefits” seems, to me a moderate and fair request that takes into account current economic 
pressures and allows WKU administrators a great deal of leeway in its response.  It asks for an 
unspecified “larger WKU contribution” and points out that WKU has fallen behind its benchmark 
institutions and that employees are paying more because co-pays and other expenses have increased.  
Given the information in the “WKU Employee Health Plan Market Competitiveness Analysis: A 
Recommendation from the Employee Benefits Advisor Committee,” the University Senate could have 
asked for far more, specifying that WKU meet the benchmark average immediately as well as lower 
copays and employee expenses.  Instead, the Senate chose to make a practical, reasonable request.  
WKU did respond with a greater employer contribution to the 2011 plan, and the increase from 2010 to 
2011 ($418 to $471) was greater than the increase from 2009 to 2010 ($393 to $418).  That said, we are 
not keeping pace with our benchmark institutions.  The Benefits Committee report points out that “just a 



few years ago, WKU took pride in having the highest employer contribution of any public higher 
educational institution in Kentucky.” This is a key selling point, particularly given that WKU salaries 
also lag behind its benchmark institution salaries.  If we are going to be a “leading university,” with a 
higher public and academic profile, then we cannot sacrifice the areas in which we were recently leading 
(insurance coverage) and expect to recruit and retain the best employees.  
President Ransdell notes in his response that “direct comparison [of employer contributions] is 
problematic” without consideration of plan coverages, and that is a fair point, but it does not address that 
we have gone from leading to falling behind benchmarks and that employees now have to pay more out-
of-pocket.  His point about salary comparisons fails to convince me, as WKU increases have not kept up 
with cost-of-living increases, nor have they, to my knowledge, created any progress relative to 
benchmark average salaries.   
Finally, on a personal note, I know that when WKU’s contribution changed from covering “high” to 
“standard” plan, I interpreted that as a salary decrease.  Moreover, it eroded what trust I had in the 
implicit promise underlying the request to do more with less as the university provided modest, flat 
percentage salary increases.  I also know, however, that I was still able to afford to see my doctor as 
needed—the co-pay increase from $15 to $35 did not prevent me from seeking care.  But that $20 
increase can be a deterrent for staff members (who may make approximately half of what I make), who 
may choose not to pursue medical treatments that require ongoing visits, such as physical therapy or 
mental health issues.  And that’s why I would like to see the copays reduced and the WKU contribution 
increased. 
As for changing from a fixed to a variable employer contribution to health plans, President Ransdell 
seems open to the option.  I think it should be explored, but based on the Benefits Committee report, it 
seems there’s not enough information to know what the cost to WKU would be.  Certainly WKU 
families need lower insurance rates; 48% choose some kind of family coverage.  The first thing I would 
want to know is how many WKU employees would like such coverage but are getting it elsewhere or 
foregoing family coverage; that would help us estimate the cost to the university if the employee 
contributions were significantly reduced. 
The third resolution regards membership on the Benefits Committee.  I concur with President Ransdell 
that the membership should reflect the make-up of the university (although I am concerned with the 
increasing numbers/percentages of administrators at universities nation-wide).  However, I believe it’s 
important to differentiate administrative staff (such as the director of Human Resources and the Chief of 
Staff / General Counsel) from non-administrative staff (such as administrative assistants and building 
attendants); the two groups have quite different experiences of the university. 
Finally, while I wasn’t asked to comment on the health insurance reserve, I would like to emphasize that 
protecting that fund and using it only for insurance payments and not for any other university expense, 
even wellness initiatives, should be a priority for any member of the Benefits Committee. 
If chosen by the SEC to serve on the Benefits Committee, I will do my best to protect our insurance 
coverage.  And if someone else is chosen, I will cheer that person on and voice my opinions from the 
senate floor. 
Best, 
Kelly Reames 
 
 


