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UnitedHealth Group is a diversified health and well-being company dedicated to helping 
people live healthier lives and making health care work better. UnitedHealth Group  
is a top-20 Fortune 500 company and it serves more than 85 million people worldwide.

UnitedHealth Group: Using Technology to  
Drive Change in an Evolving Healthcare Landscape

CHallenGe 
Engage a very large crowd and 
create a culture of innovation 
that enables people with 
innovative ideas to collaborate 
directly with decision-makers and 
obtain the necessary funding to 
execute projects. 

ResUlt 
Employees now have an alternative way to engage UnitedHealth 
Group leaders to submit, share and give input on ideas. More 
than 40,000 users have participated in the program to generate 
8,600 ideas. And products that have been born from the 
program show the potential to eliminate $30 million in annual 
operating costs and dramatically improve patient care, health, 
and customer experience.

solUtion 
UnitedHealth Group developed a new innovation 
process called “ignite! Innovation” powered by 
the Mindjet SpigitEngage platform. Delivered as a 
comprehensive innovation strategy, this program 
enabled leaders, including CEO Stephen Hemsley, 
to engage employees across the enterprise in 
solving some of health care’s greatest challenges.

tHe CHallenGe
UnitedHealth Group is the largest health and 
well-being company in the United states, with 
more than 165,000 employees serving 85 million 
people worldwide. the company, ranked 17 on 
the Fortune 500, operates two distinct business 
units: UnitedHealthcare, which provides health 
care benefits to employers, individuals, active 
duty and retired U.s. military personnel and their 
families, and Medicare and Medicaid beneficiaries; 
and optum, which provides a range of information 
and technology-enabled health services that help 
modernize the health system and improve overall 
population health.  

UnitedHealth Group recognized that the health 
care industry was facing many challenges and 
needed to be modernized and improved. The 
company believed part of the solution was to 
leverage technology, crowdsource solutions and 
use big data analytics. This could help spur the 
creation of new products and build an innovative 
culture that would reduce costs and significantly 
improve employee and customer engagement. 

“Innovation is crucial to the future of health care, 
which is why we’ve made it a cultural initiative to 
develop new health programs that drive change 

in the market,” said Greg Hicks, Director of 
Information Technology, Open and Collaborative 
Innovation, at Optum. “The status quo has been 
to let innovation occur in the start-up community 
and wait to acquire emerging players and 
business models. At the same time, traditional 
methods of pushing innovation through layers of 
management were far too cumbersome to adapt 
to a rapidly changing market,” he said. “While we 
will continue to monitor the start-up community 
for game-changing solutions, we also know that 
to maintain a leadership position in health care 
we need to leverage our knowledge of the industry 
and quickly bring our own disruptive and radical 
innovations to the consumer.”
 
tHe solUtion
When Stephen Hemsley became UnitedHealth 
Group’s CEO in 2006, he realized the organization 
was in need of fundamental change to help the 
health care industry reach a turning point. His 
long-term goal was to organically build a culture 
of innovation. 

A new system was necessary to facilitate an 
innovation environment. It would allow employees 
to share creative ideas and engage with senior 
leaders so they could secure funding for projects 
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and bring the ideas to fruition. UnitedHealth 
Group launched an open innovation program 
to give employees, or the “crowd,” and their 
ideas easier and more transparent access to the 
company’s leaders. UnitedHealth Group utilized 
Mindjet SpigitEngage (branded as “ignite! 
Innovation” to UnitedHealth Group employees), as 
the technology interface. This enabled employees 
to submit ideas in response to challenges 
presented by UnitedHealth Group leaders. 
Employees could read each other’s submissions, 
collaborate via discussion threads, rate ideas and 
comments, and help select the best ideas through 
a voting system called Pairwise.  

“SpigitEngage is the technological foundation 
behind a broader open innovation platform, which 
connects users to each other to build teams. This 
approach helps ensure that we do not lose the 
rich results of collaboration. We also connect them 
to other helpful tools such as human-centered 
design training, The Lean Startup and Business 
Model Generation methodology, in-person 
and virtual ideation workshops, leadership 
presentations, and more,” said Hicks. 

UnitedHealth Group started crowdsourcing 
innovation when it launched ignite! Innovation 
in 2011. The program now has more than 
40,000 participants who are able to post, vote, 
comment and select new ideas to help improve 
business operations and performance. In the 
first “Hemsley Challenge,” more than 1,000 ideas 
were generated. In the second year, the ignite! 
Innovation team focused the Hemsley Challenge 
on improving the member and health care 
provider experience to reduce appeals on claims. 
The effort lasted five weeks and generated 1,500 
ideas, three of which were funded and approved 
for development.

Given the early successes, UnitedHealth Group 
continued the Hemsley Challenge in 2013, during 
which 8,500 employees cast a staggering 386,000 
votes to narrow down employee-generated 
ideas to the “Hemsley 16.” These 16 innovative 
ideas were all featured at Innovation Day, an 
annual internal celebration of innovation across 
UnitedHealth Group. Teams were built around 
each concept, and employees were given special 
training and tools, including a two-day human-
centered design boot camp inspired by concepts 
from Stanford’s Institute of Design. The innovation 

teams rapidly created prototypes of their concepts 
for science fair-style displays at Innovation 
Day. The teams also prepared and delivered 
two-minute “power-pitches” before an in-person 
and video simulcast audience that included 
top leaders across the company. In total, more 
than 19,000 employees participated in the 2013 
Hemsley Challenge by posting ideas, commenting, 
voting, collaborating and selecting the ideas to be 
considered for funding and development.

“The techniques and tools we’ve learned through 
the human-centered design process are fabulous. 
It’s a way for us to get outside our normal day-to-
day work and really start talking to people, asking 
questions, and getting more insight into what 
their emotions and feelings are, and then figure 
out how we turn that into something that is going 
to help them,” said Caryn Josephson, a 2013 
Hemsley Challenge finalist.

Enterprise challenges are not the only way 
UnitedHealth Group uses SpigitEngage to support 
a culture of employee-powered innovation. “We 
have 14 specific formats that we can use 
to help our leaders and their teams manage 
innovation,” said Hicks. “We can provide a 
technology-enhanced brainstorming session; 
help a product team validate their roadmap with 
user insight; enable a senior leadership team to 
rank and sort strategic objectives; engage our 

members, providers and customers for solutions 
to problems; and support a business unit as they 
manage their innovation project pipeline.” 

Partnering with the Human Capital team helped 
create a particularly successful campaign 
using SpigitEngage. “We came across a 
number of Human Capital partners who were 
running nomination programs for rewards and 
recognition for anything from teams working on 
projects to individuals demonstrating cultural 
values. They were using e-mail, word-processing 
documents, and spreadsheets to capture, rank 
and select winners. It was very inefficient and 
labor intensive,” said Hicks. The solution that 
the ignite! Innovation team provided improved 
the submission experience for users, resulting 
in twice as many submissions compared to the 
previous year. At the same time, the effort to sort, 
filter and select winners was so much better that 
the time to manage the backend processes was 
reduced by more than 80 percent.

The ignite! Innovation team also partnered 
with Optum Technology in support of their 
college recruiting to design an open innovation 
competition specifically for teams of university 
students. “We have more than 20,000 IT 
professionals working at UnitedHealth Group,” 
said Anne McAtee, manager for the Technology 
Development Program at Optum. ”Getting 
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mindshare for top IT talent is important to the 
success of our program.” 

By using an open innovation competition, 
UnitedHealth Group and Optum are able to 
differentiate themselves by demonstrating a 
commitment and industry-leading vision for 
innovation. Continued McAtee, “A competition 
focused on innovation really resonates with 
today’s college IT students.” 

More importantly, explained Hicks, “It 
demonstrates what life will be like working for 
UnitedHealth Group. We are constantly asking  
our own employees to come up with solutions  
to health care’s greatest challenges. If they like 
this sort of thing, they will get to do more of it 
working here.”

 
tHe ResUlt
UnitedHealth Group made sure that innovation 
was more than just part of its mission statement, 
and the results have been dramatic. Annual 
surveys have shown significant increases in 

employee engagement scores and the perception 
of UnitedHealth Group as an innovative 
organization. Through the Hemsley Challenge 
and additional innovation and cultural initiatives, 
employees have taken note and now push toward 
changing the way the health care system works. 
In fact, UnitedHealth Group was recently named 
the “Most Admired” health care company by 
Fortune magazine, including the top vote for 

“innovation.” 

“I’ve never seen anything like this, where a 
company will invest in the diversity of its 
workforce to take on their ideas and actually 
implement them to better the health care system,” 
said Domonique Scott, a 2013 Hemsley Challenge 
finalist.

All three winning ideas from the 2012 challenge 
were funded and will go into production in 2014. 
From these projects, UnitedHealth Group hopes 
to see improvements in member and health care 
provider satisfaction. Additionally, UnitedHealth 
Group could see as much as $30 million in 
cost savings from these efforts. Successes like 

these drive down health care costs and improve 
consumer satisfaction. And, employees are 
becoming more aware that every idea can make 
an impact, regardless of the idea owner’s location, 
role, or experience.

“UnitedHealth Group really encourages innovation. 
A person like me from India is able to come to 
Minnesota and meet so many people, be one of 
the top 16 innovators here, and meet the previous 
people who have won the Hemsley Challenge. It’s 
really encouraging,” said Madhu Kondapalli, a 
2013 Hemsley Challenge finalist. 

The future of UnitedHealth Group’s ignite! 
Innovation program is “to expand the program 
while continuing to experiment and tweak the 
process,” said Hicks. Future efforts will include 
challenges that are more focused, with the crowd 
getting engaged as early as possible to help 
further develop ideas before they get in front of 
executives.

Communicating the idea that anybody can be a part of innovation is often more 
challenging than delivering on that promise, especially in a company with 165,000 
employees. by using an innovation platform that connects people and ideas, we have 
a system in place to encourage and capture new ideas. We are then able  
to create diverse teams around those concepts, helping UnitedHealth Group to 
radically transform innovation engagement and enhance the health care system. 

Greg Hicks, Director it, Open and Collaborative Innovation


