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Portico Benefit Services — 2015 Report to Synod Assemblies
Dear Partners in Ministry,

Healthy, resilient leaders shape healthy, resilient faith communities. This ELCA core belief is referenced 
in guiding church documents, and explains the enduring partnership between ELCA organizations, their 
leaders, and Portico Benefit Services. As one community, we’re called to strengthen ministry.

 ELCA organizations are expected to provide sustainable livelihoods for their leaders, and give them time 
to tend their well-being. Leaders are expected to tend their well-being so they are able to shape healthy 
congregations in changing, often challenging, times. Portico delivers cost-effective benefits, resources,  
and inspiration, helping leaders use services and tools to strengthen their financial, emotional, and  
physical well-being.

This partnership comes to life in a story Portico shared during last year’s Open Enrollment. Erik Heskin, 
pastor at Bethany Lutheran Church in Escanaba, Michigan, required an organ transplant in 2013. Supported 
by his congregation and the benefits it provides, Pastor Heskin is now reclaiming his role in parish ministry.

Yes, his care was costly — in fact, about 1% of members incur one-third of annual health claims. But on any 
given day, through illness or injury, any of us could find ourselves in Pastor Heskin’s shoes. By standing 
together as a community, purchasing health care wisely, and maintaining healthy lifestyles, we’re better able 
to shape resilient faith communities and afford quality care for leaders in need.

To Strengthen Ministry — ELCA Organizations Support Their Leaders 
Benefits are an investment in God’s ministry as carried out through the lives of rostered leaders and  
lay employees.
— ELCA Philosophy of Benefits

Last year, 7,085 ELCA organizations partnered with Portico to sponsor 
one or more leaders in the ELCA benefit program, honoring the ELCA’s 
long-standing commitment to protect members and their families against 
the impact of aging, illness, injury, disability, and death. Since the ELCA’s 
founding, the number of its pastors enrolled in the ELCA benefit program 
has remained above 90%.  

This commitment was evident during last year’s Open Enrollment.  
Ninety percent of sponsoring employers chose to offer the Gold+ health 
benefit option for 2015, despite an 11% health contribution rate increase 
triggered by higher than expected health claims. While this kind of increase  
isn’t typical for Portico, it is typical in the marketplace. Since 2007, Portico’s  
average health contribution rate increase has stayed well below the average 
U.S. employer rate increase, saving millions of dollars for ministry.

ELCA sponsoring organizations also partner with Portico to administer 
benefits efficiently. In 2014, we automated several manual processes and 
encouraged sponsors to save time and increase accuracy by paying their 
monthly bill online. Currently, 48% use this simple, cost-saving process, 
and we’re encouraging the rest to take this stewardship step in 2015.  

“ In every respect, I have 
been thankful to our 
church for providing 
such a superb retirement 
program. As a third 
generation pastor in 
our family, I am pleased 
with the way in which 
our denomination has 
progressed in its care for 
all of her pastors and lay 
professionals. Thank you!”

Pastor Ken Gamb, Retired 
Iowa City, Iowa 
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To Strengthen Ministry — Leaders Strive to Live Well
The ordained minister needs to be an example of self-care, as well as caring for others.
— ELCA Vision and Expectations

Annually, Portico invites health plan members and spouses to take stock 
of their health, and then take a small step to improve their emotional or 
physical well-being. In 2014, our members responded in force. 

Eighty-one percent of ELCA-Primary health plan members took the Mayo 
Clinic health assessment, up from 77% the year before. This increase 
helped the number of sponsors earning the 2% discount on ELCA health 
contributions jump for the sixth consecutive year to 97%, saving the ELCA 
$2.3 million collectively.

Even more impressive, over 51% of ELCA-Primary health plan members 
earned all their wellness dollars by completing last year’s featured wellness 
activity, up from 44%. One result of these healthy steps: Among those 
taking the health assessment each year from 2010 to 2014, 5.4% are no 
longer at risk for poor nutrition, and 7% are no longer at risk for poor 
emotional health. 

Other ways leaders stepped up their use of ELCA benefits in 2014:

•  In an average month in 2014, 769 ELCA-Primary health plan members received the fitness center discount 
by visiting a fitness center at least eight times during the month — an 11% increase from 2013.

•  As of Jan. 1, 2015, 47% of plan members are now partnering with Portico to strengthen their future 
financial well-being by making pretax retirement contributions, up 8% from last year. Forty-eight percent of 
plan members who made pretax retirement contributions in 2014 increased their contribution amount  
for 2015.

•  955 sponsored members and 24 retirees purchased a discounted long-term care insurance policy as part of 
Portico’s first-year offering.

To Strengthen Ministry — Portico Helps Leaders Tend Their Well-being 
Benefits should support and enhance the unique needs of this church. 
— ELCA Philosophy of Benefits

To best serve ELCA sponsoring organizations and leaders, Portico routinely asks the ELCA community for 
feedback. In 2014, we gathered survey responses from members and sponsors, as well as input from our 
advisory committees, the Conference of Bishops, synod assembly participants, synod office staff, theological 
conference attendees, our own Live Well ELCA Facebook page, and the ELCA Clergy Facebook group.

Through this intentional listening, we improve our offerings. For example, after hearing a number of 
members request long-term care insurance, we used our collective purchasing power in 2014 to offer it at a 
discounted rate. Another example: Using Customer Advisory Committee feedback, we were able to streamline 
last year’s Open Enrollment process, a clear benefit for time-strapped sponsors and members. 

Portico Benefit Services — 2015 Report to Synod Assemblies (continued)

“ I have let my ‘be still’ 
practice spill over into 
the church I serve and it 
is having GREAT effects. 
We gather for guided 
silence now before the 
Lenten Wednesday 
evening services.”

Keith Weber, Dir. of Music 
Salem Evangelical Lutheran Church 
Houston, Texas
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Portico Benefit Services — 2015 Report to Synod Assemblies (continued)

Portico continues to steward the ELCA investment program with 
efficiency and precision, carefully selecting managers and calibrating 
asset allocation to enhance the performance of the funds. In 2014, more 
than 70% of Portico’s investment managers exceeded their benchmarks. 
This was not the case for most of the investment industry. Morningstar 
reported that fewer than 20% of U.S. stock mutual funds exceeded their 
benchmarks during 2014.1 What’s more, our actively managed funds, 
with few exceptions, performed better than comparable mutual fund peer 
group benchmarks during the year — in some cases, by a wide margin. 
Importantly, this also holds for 10-year and longer time periods.2

Beyond the ELCA, Portico’s ongoing involvement with multi-
denominational church benefit organizations like the Church Alliance 
continues to deliver value. When a federal district judge struck down the 
clergy housing allowance exclusion as an unconstitutional preference for 
religion under the First Amendment in Nov. 2013, Portico, as part of the 
Church Alliance, jointly filed an amicus brief urging the court to uphold 
the exclusion’s constitutionality. Thanks, in part, to our effort, the U.S. 
Court of Appeals, 7th Circuit, acted in Nov. 2014 to preserve the clergy housing allowance exclusion. 

Together, for Life
Our partnership with sponsoring organizations and members is enduring. In 2015, we’re partnering with 
synods to learn how Portico can better support sponsors and leaders in the ELCA call process. And to simplify 
things for our members, we’ve begun to enable “single sign-on” access to our benefit partner websites. As of 
Jan. 2015, members can access Mayo Clinic’s new Healthy Living website directly from myPortico, and we 
intend to expand single sign-on to other health benefit partners later in the year. 

As always, we thank you for your partnership in this shared call to strengthen ministry.

In Christ,

The Rev. Jeffrey D. Thiemann 
President and CEO

1. Source: Return of the Stockpickers, S. Max, Barrons — The Dow Jones Business and Financial Weekly, Jan. 12, 2015.

2.  Find specifics about ELCA Retirement Plan investment fund performance at myPortico.PorticoBenefits.org.

“ A few of our staff members 
petitioned our local gym to 
be on the Fitness Center 
discount list, and I can 
now continue my daily 
workouts (aka sanity 
sessions) and save money, 
too! Thank you for such 
great benefits to help 
keep me healthy, ELCA!”

Pastor Amy Stewart 
Good Shepherd Lutheran Church  
Manchester, Missouri


