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“Good leaders provide direction, purpose, and reason for a group or organization to follow. Agrawal and Sallah share their knowledge and experience for employers and travel stakeholders to refine corporate preparedness for business travel. Any corporate executive would benefit from this book. It aligns perfectly with strategies and knowledge required in today’s global climate.”
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“Anuja and Mary have spent years honing their knowledge and building expertise through deep and unique experiences in medical travel, employee health, and lessons learned during an unprecedented global pandemic. This is a practical and useful book for all employers, whether considering innovative healthcare practices or improving the overall safety and well-being of their employees as they travel for business.”
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INTRODUCTION


Millions of people travel for business each year, and more often than not, their travel goes off without a significant hitch. Nevertheless, every day around the globe, there are unexpected circumstances that derail a business trip—slips, falls, sunstrokes, road accidents, food allergies, food poisoning, infectious diseases, a lost prescription, a heart attack or other major health event, or an occurrence that results from political upheaval, civic unrest, terrorism, natural disasters, global pandemics, and more.


Most of us have experienced or know someone who has experienced an unexpected health-related event on a business trip. Sometimes those events are small and manageable without much trouble; at other times they can be more profound. Paul, a successful fifty-six-year-old senior executive and close friend of ours, was traveling for an annual meeting when his life took an unexpected turn. A few hours after landing, and on his way to dinner with his colleagues, Paul experienced a transient ischemic attack (a mild stroke that lasts only a few minutes). On the surface, this was surprising: Paul was in good health, exercised regularly, had his annual physicals, and had even completed a half marathon just six months earlier. But Paul also traveled about 60 percent of the time for work, was regularly stressed, and was mentally exhausted. In other words, his stroke was not a result of one easily identified factor but a combination of many.


By its very nature, business travel is such that it inherently puts some level of stress on a traveler. Likely, our readers have already heard about studies showing a strong correlation between the frequency of business travel and specific physical and behavioral health risks. In that sense, Paul’s story is not unique and even underscores an important aspect of business travel—its potential negative impacts, both short and long term, on employee health. The risks and costs affect not just individuals and families but businesses too. For Paul, the ensuing trip to the hospital, medical travel assistance to bring him home, and short-term rehabilitation were a tremendous ordeal for his family and a huge financial burden to his employer—not just in terms of insurance costs but in the loss of a key employee for a period of over six months.


It would be hard to think of anything that could have elevated the focus on all aspects of employee health and safety during travel more than the COVID-19 pandemic has done. The pandemic has changed the way many approach travel, and it goes without saying that in a post-COVID-19 world, business travel policies and procedures need to focus more on the health and safety of their most valuable assets, their employees.


Business travel policy covers a wide spectrum from the identification of business purposes to expense and reimbursement management, but our aim in this book is to focus solely on those aspects of business travel and policy that relate to an employee’s health and well-being. In keeping this focus, we will look primarily at four unique correlations between business travel and health, each of which presents opportunities, risks, and responsibilities for employers. These four correlations are


1.the impact of business travel on employee health,


2.the risks of health and safety events that can occur during business travel,


3.accommodating business travelers with accessibility needs or with chronic health conditions, and


4.the opportunities of employees traveling for medical care, sponsored by the employer.


Larger companies may use third-party travel administrators, travel management companies (TMCs), software systems, and tools to manage their travel programs. That is not usually true for smaller businesses—those with fewer than five hundred employees—which according to the US Census Bureau account for 99.7 percent of businesses in the US.1 Many of these have small-scale travel programs, often run by an in-house administrator. The general perception by employees of their companies’ travel programs, however, suggests that there are employee needs that remain unmet. A Global Business Travel Association survey of US and UK business travelers, for example, highlighted a generally poor perception by employees of their employers’ travel programs with respect to health and safety, with 46 percent indicating that they work for firms with no clear travel security policies and 22 percent stating they would have no idea who to alert in case of an emergency.2


These and other issues we will explore throughout this book underscore the need for businesses to be better informed about the correlations between business travel and employee health and to better prioritize the well-being of employees who travel. Employees need to be well informed and feel well supported when traveling on a company’s behalf. That means businesses need to clearly understand their responsibilities, anticipate and assess potential events and risks, plan and prepare to mitigate those risks, effectively communicate policies to their employees, and provide traveling employees with adequate support to address medical and health-related issues.


Employees need to be well informed and feel well supported when traveling on a company’s behalf.


By looking at each of the four correlations between business travel and employee health, we identify what employers should consider their minimum responsibility. We also attempt to share detailed steps and practical tips on how businesses can recognize risks and opportunities and develop policies, procedures, protocols, and programs focused on the health and well-being of their employees. We do this fully understanding that travel today has evolved from what it was even just a decade ago and that today’s and tomorrow’s employees’ travel needs will continue to evolve. Factors like the pandemic, the Internet of Things, new options for accommodations and modes of travel, ongoing technological advancements, the predominance of social media, and the quest for new and personalized experiences, combined with changing workplace demographics and changing priorities, all have to be kept in mind while developing, reviewing, and refining business travel policy. We attempt to shed light on broadscale impacts to employees and businesses alike—including work culture, morale, productivity, and physical and emotional health. At the end of the day, these all impact a business’s bottom line.


CHANGE IS NECESSARY


Business travel has been a growth industry: worldwide spending increased steadily between 2015 and 2019, global expenditure on business trips more than doubled over the ten-year period beginning in the year 2000, and peak expenditure reached roughly 1.4 trillion US dollars in 2019.3


Business travel essentially came to a screeching halt with the COVID-19 pandemic. Right at the onset, business travelers were stranded around the globe as borders were closed for undetermined periods of time. The progress of COVID-19 practically decimated the business travel industry. With the passage of time and despite the wide acceptance of remote meetings and conferences, global business travel has rebounded and will continue to grow. The Global Business Travel Association’s annual Business Travel Index expects global spending to increase rapidly with a forecasted full recovery by 2024 and ending 2025 with a forecasted $1.5 trillion in global spending.4 The upward incline will continue to present challenges to businesses and to the travel industry as a whole, as both grapple with the new normal in a post-COVID-19 world.


At the same time that corporations contend with increased business travel on the heels of a global pandemic, they also need to examine how best to support the health and wellness needs of the business traveler—whether it is carefully assessing and planning for mitigation of the risks of unexpected events during a business trip, incorporating options for domestic or international medical or wellness travel, better supporting those who travel with chronic conditions or accessibility needs, or proactively helping to mitigate the impact that business travel may have on employee mental and physical health.


Some changes to the business travel landscape have already come to the forefront in response to the recent global pandemic. For example, businesses have discovered the need to adopt comprehensive Duty of Care programs that combine a heightened focus on health and safety with risk management and employee education efforts. Other changes, such as the addition and clarification of procedures to address accessibility issues, physical or mental health conditions of employees, response protocols for emergencies, and employee education on the impacts of excessive travel, should also be included in any business travel policy moving forward. For far too long, these issues have been largely ignored, to the detriment of both employees and employers.


Adjusting travel policies and processes stands to benefit not only employee health and well-being but also corporations’ bottom lines. Thankfully, not every adjustment need be complex or complicated. Often, changes can be as simple as increasing employee awareness and training. Offering information and educating employees about proper procedure is a quick, and potentially lifesaving, addition to the travel preparation process.


A deliberate focus on health and well-being, in every aspect of business travel, reflects a value and culture of care that creates an empowering environment for employees to thrive while promoting economic vitality and growth for the company. We believe that businesses must take advantage of the current opportunity to prioritize health and well-being and protect their employees. Not only do businesses have a legal Duty of Care to do just that, but also the evolving business travel landscape, the changing priorities and preferences of employees, the advances in technology, and the increasingly competitive job market all demand it.


OUR BACKGROUNDS


After gaining years of experience in the healthcare industry, working for Fortune 500 companies, logging thousands of airline miles, living in hotels at home and abroad, and visiting hundreds of healthcare facilities all over the world, we felt motivated to draw attention to a paradigm shift that we believe is both necessary and overdue. This book is our call to action for employers to better support the health and well-being of their employees as it relates to business travel.


Anuja Agrawal has over three decades of experience in information technology and consulting and over a decade in the healthcare and medical travel industries. She has held senior executive positions with Fortune 500 companies leading divisions, defining strategic direction, managing acquisitions, and enabling strategic growth. An innovator and recognized leader in the IT, medical, and wellness travel industries, her breadth of experience spans both domestic and global markets. Anuja has authored articles, has spoken at worldwide events, and regularly consults on medical travel, cost-savings strategies for self-funded employers, remote second opinions, CRM, healthcare technology, business strategy, and operational efficiencies.


Anuja is founder and CEO of Health Flights Solutions, a global organization that has developed an award-winning technology platform for use by global hospitals, employers, insurance companies, and other stakeholders for the management of medical and wellness travel. The platform offers an app that can be used by travelers to carry their medical records, vaccination records, travel documents, emergency information, business policies, and other pertinent information with them as they travel. Anuja’s company also provides medical travel administration services to self-insured employers to support their employees who travel for medical care domestically and internationally. Every day, Health Flights Solutions works with a curated network of medical centers around the world, people who travel for care, and corporations that make travel decisions for their teams to coordinate successful health and wellness travel experiences.


Anuja grew up in India and has traveled extensively, both for business and for pleasure. She has made her home on three continents, settling in the United States about thirty-five years ago.


Mary Miller Sallah has over fifteen years’ experience in the Caribbean and US healthcare management sector. Having worked as a management executive and technical lead with various public and private entities in the Caribbean region, she has extensive knowledge in operations, capacity development, quality, patient safety, cultural transformation, and strategic health system planning. Mary also has a particular interest in and provides thought leadership on the subject of health services trade across developing markets and regions globally.


Mary started her healthcare management career at Duke University Medical Center while obtaining her master of healthcare administration from the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill Gillings School of Global Public Health. Mary has a strong commitment to cross-cultural and cross-geographical businesses within and across developing markets globally. As a result, Mary founded Assurance Limited, a privately held consumer product and business intelligence company that provides market navigation and outsourced staffing solutions for the health and tourism sectors across the Caribbean region.


Anuja and Mary cofounded Little Palms Foundation, a US 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization that fosters educational capacity building and access to healthcare services where need or service unavailability exist across the Caribbean, West Africa, and other regions.


As you can see from our backgrounds, we are approaching this topic not just from a professional standpoint—or even from the perspective of frequent business travelers—but also from our personal experiences. We are mothers, sisters, caregivers, executives, and business travelers. We are also two people who care deeply about accessible, quality healthcare.


Currently, 40 percent of businesses do not have any written business travel policy in place; for those that do, only 60 percent of business travelers comply with those travel policies.5 Our aim in this book is to help improve those statistics. In these pages, we will explore the current landscape of business travel to describe how businesses can focus on the health and well-being of their employees to create a safer and healthier experience for those employees whenever, and wherever, they travel. We will help clarify an organization’s responsibilities to its traveling employees and will outline seven steps to creating and implementing policy that meets those responsibilities with respect to employee health and well-being. Then we will demonstrate ways that organizations can, and should, go beyond meeting those minimum responsibilities by proactively identifying and addressing the needs of traveling employees in excess of basic travel and risk management requirements. We well know that when business travel becomes safer and more accommodating to its consumers, everyone wins. Consider this book our road map to help you safeguard employee health and well-being along with your business’s bottom line.





1“Frequently Asked Questions,” US Small Business Administration Office of Advocacy, October 2020, https://advocacy.sba.gov/2020/10/22/frequently-asked-questions-about-small-business-2020/.




2“3 Duty of Care Best Practices for Today’s Corporate Travel Managers,” WEX Travel, November 2016, https://www.wexinc.com/insights/blog/wex-travel/3-duty-of-care-best-practices-for-todays-corporate-travel-managers/.




3“Business Travel: Full Recovery Expected by 2025,” Global Business Travel Association, 2021, https://www.gbta.org/blog/business-travel-full-recovery-expected-by-2025/.




4Ibid.




5Steve Deane, “Over 60 Business Travel Statistics,” Stratos Jet Charters, Inc., 2022, https://www.stratosjets.com/blog/business-travel-statistics/.
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CHAPTER 1


BUSINESS TRAVEL AND EMPLOYEE HEALTH





Business travel is generally understood as travel for work-related purposes, whether for meetings, conventions, business development, or otherwise. The US Internal Revenue Service defines business travel as travel away from one’s “tax home,” or city and place of business, for a period exceeding an ordinary day’s work and that requires travelers “to get sleep or rest to meet the demands of [their] work while away.”6 Until COVID-19 brought travel to a grinding halt in 2020, business travel was increasingly global in scope and on a steady rise, with global expenditure doubling in size between 2000 and 2019, reaching roughly 1.4 trillion US dollars by the end of that ten-year period.7 The top markets in terms of spend were China and the US, followed by Germany, Japan, and the UK. According to the Global Business Travel Association (GBTA), US residents logged around 463 million domestic business trips in 2018, with 38 percent of the total number credited to traveling for meetings and events.8 In 2019, this number rose marginally to 464 million domestic business trips.9


Business travel has recovered gradually despite the pandemic-initiated downturn and the wide acceptance of video conferencing alternatives. As more people resume travel for business, many companies are rethinking their business travel programs, with a recent poll by the GBTA showing that 80 percent of travel managers report the pandemic has driven changes to their companies’ travel policies in some capacity.10 Still others with no business policy in place will need to create a business travel policy that places greater focus on employee health and safety. A GBTA survey of US and UK business travelers, for example, highlighted a generally poor perception by employees of their employers’ travel programs with respect to health and safety, with, as we mentioned earlier, 46 percent indicating that they work for firms with no clear travel security policies.11
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