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Foreword

 Once a year employers host the benefits open enrollment season.  This is 
the time of year, usually in the fall, when employees decide which benefits they 
will choose for the coming year.  It’s decision time, and no decision is more im-
portant for employees than determining which health insurance plan to buy. 

 During open enrollment season the spotlight and the pressure is on employ-
ers to provide affordable health insurance coverage that is understandable.  
However, and to the constant disappointment of employees, this rarely hap-
pens.  But in this new health care reform, high-deductible plan environment, 
employees expect more for their money.  More affordability and more help 
choosing a plan.  There are ways for employers to meet these expectations.
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Benefit Plans (IFEBP).  She also writes a blog for her website www.mybenefitsall.com and de-
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Health Insurance Plan 
Recommendations

What Employees Want This Open Enrollment:



Introduction
1

 In an ideal world people take 

time to consider their medical needs, 

past and present, before choosing a 

health insurance plan.  However, in 

the real world the focus is on immedi-

ate costs such as monthly premiums, 

and to a lesser extent, deductibles 

and copays.  Meanwhile, employee 

benefits communication continues to 

push the ideal approach.  Which is 

why open enrollment season is one of 

the most dreaded times of the year.

 It is important for workers to 

know that some benefit plan options 

are better for them than others.  Put-

ting in the effort to find the “optimal” 

plan can save workers and their fami-

lies thousands of dollars.  But employ-

ees cannot make good benefit choices 

with the information most employers 

currently provide them.  Human Re-

source, employee benefit profession-

als, and insurers need to abandon 

their tried and failed plan communica-

tion practices and adopt ones that are

 

more intuitive.  

 Of course that means getting rid 

of the jargon, reducing the length 
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and separating the legalese from the 

basics, but that’s also not enough.  

Plan communication has to go deeper 

than it has ever gone before.   Even 

when you strip away the nonsense 

and replace it with simpler terminol-

ogy and single page write-ups sur-

rounded by lots of white space, it still 

does not answer the one question 

every health plan buyer has:

“Which plan should I choose?”

 Workers will never find the an-

swer to this question in the disjointed 

puzzle we call benefits communica-

tion.  They may, rather, find it in infor-

mation that speaks directly to their 

personal situation.  And while it is not 

yet possible for most employers to 

prepare individual health plan recom-

mendations for thousands of enrol-

lees; it is possible to create general 

health plan buyer profiles and other 

recommendation guides.
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Why It Is Important To Provide 
Effective Benefits Communication

2

	 The U.S. health insurance and 

health care delivery system is com-

plex even to health plan academics 

and experts.  You don’t know if the in-

surance company will accept and proc-

ess a claim or what, if anything, you 

will owe for care.  You may not know 

until it is too late if an anesthesiolo-

gist or lab is an in-network cost-

saver.  You also have no way of know-

ing if you will need any medical care 

in a given year.  With so much uncer-

tainty it is no wonder that many peo-

ple freeze when faced with the task of 

choosing a health plan.  Thousands of 

dollars are on the line even if they 

never visit a doctor or fill a prescrip-

tion.

 Employees need real help choos-

ing a health plan, preferably from the 

people who understand health insur-

ance the most.  For many workers 

that “person” is their employer’s Hu-

man Resource department, health in-

surance company or broker.  Unfortu-

nately, these experts often fail to pro-

vide actionable support in choosing a 

health plan.  So workers resort to 

guessing which plan is best or rely on 

non-experts for advice.  Usually that 

someone else is a co-worker, friend or 
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family member.  And that is a real 

loss.  For both the health plan experts 

and the workers who need their help.

Loss for Workers

 It is a loss for workers because a 

poor health plan election may result 

in high levels of stress and frustra-

tion.  High levels of stress and frustra-

tion can increase the need for more 

health care.  More health care means 

more costs.  But even without the ad-

ditional stress and frustration, poor 

health plan decisions can be costly.  

Add to that the loss workplace produc-

tivity due to workers addressing their 

health insurance and health care is-

sues at work.

Loss for Experts

 No one is saying that workers do 

not receive a lot of information and 

support to help them choose a health 

insurance plan.  It is also fair to say 

that they bear ultimate responsibility 

for carefully reviewing these options 

based on their specific situation.  But 

knowing what we know about the like-

lihood of workers carefully evaluating 

their options, it is up to health insur-

ance plan experts to make the task 

less difficult.  Experts who feel no re-

sponsibility or give up on meeting this 

tough challenge will miss out on sev-

eral opportunities, including:

• Intellectual challenge of solving 

the biggest benefits communica-

tion issue ever

• Satisfaction of helping workers 

save money and reduce stress

• Respect and loyalty of workers 

 Besides the loss opportunities, 

health plan experts risk taking the 

blame for the bad decisions employ-

ees make.  It is the rare individual 

who accepts responsibility for making 

a bad health plan choice.  The typical 

response is to blame the insurance 

company or the Human Resource of-

fice for providing such a “lousy” plan 

in the first place.  Health plan experts 

do not have to assume total responsi-
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bility for workers’ health plan elec-

tions, but it’s in everyone’s best inter-

est if they make choosing a plan eas-

ier than it currently is.
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Trends In Employee Benefits 
Communication

3

	 Employers, insurers and consult-

ants have come up with over a dozen 

ways to communicate health insur-

ance plan information.  And like a 

Vegas-style buffet, purchasers can 

choose the options they like best.  In-

expensive and ubiquitous methods 

like meetings, home mailings, written 

memos and emails now share the 

stage with moderate to expensive 

means of communicating like:

• Blogs

• Custom videos and games

• Enrollment systems

• Infographics

• Live Chats

• Mobile websites and apps

• Podcasts

• Social media pages 

• Text and instant messages and

• Webinars

 But it is not just the benefits com-

munication vehicles receiving an up-

grade, so is the content.  Today, the 

focus is on using less jargon and pro-
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viding information in smaller bites.  

Another trend is to prepare different 

messages for different age groups.  

But up to now, this “different informa-

tion” is really the same information 

just delivered through different me-

dia.  You see someone got the idea in 

their head that millennials preferred 

to receive and manipulate all plan in-

formation digitally.  So consultants 

started telling employers to create 

mobile websites for the young ones 

and send mailings to the older ones.  

But there are problems with this ap-

proach.

 For one, many millennials (like 

other generations) prefer face-to-face 

meetings and printed material when 

discussing health insurance.  It’s a 

topic few of them understand well 

and they want a lot of handholding.  

Second, not all millennials love the 

digital world.  Third, a lot of the Gen-

eration X and Baby Boomer crowd pre-

fer digital communication.  In other 

words, focusing only on age or gen-

eration ignores the fact that individu-

als from all generations can have the 

same or similar communication prefer-

ences.

 Still, the trend of benefits commu-

nication segmentation is a step in the 

right direction.  But we need to go 

even deeper.  And one way to do that 

is to create user profiles.  It’s not 

only millennials who are healthy, child-

less and low-income; there are Gen-

eration Xers and Baby Boomers that 

fit this profile too.  So why not pro-

vide health and financial profiles to 

help people choose a health insur-

ance plan that factors in their health 

and financial status, age and gender.

BenefitsAll LLC | 4913 Virginia Street | Alexandria VA 22312 | phone: 571-334-2992 | www.mybenefitsall.com - 9

What Employees Want This Open Enrollment:  Health Insurance Plan Recommendations

http://www.mybenefitsall.com
http://www.mybenefitsall.com


The Future of Health Insurance 
Buying

4

 To create a health insurance 

buyer profile you need data.  

Individual-specific data is ideal in 

creating profiles but general data 

will.                                                                                                                                                           

 So what kind of data do we need 

to create insurance buying profiles.  

Well, all the things we tell employees 

to consider before choosing a health 

insurance plan and a little more.  For 

example, we know that it is important 

to know what prescription medica-

tions you take, whether you have a 

chronic health condition or two, how 

often on average you visit your pri-

mary care doctor or a specialist in a 

12-month period.  In addition, you 

need to consider the following:

• Are your doctors in the network 

and do you care

• Costs – premium, deductible, co-

pay, coinsurance, out-of-pocket 

maximums

 And then there are the more com-

plicated issues like the plan with the 

lowest premium may not provide the 

best coverage.  But getting into this 

issue is why current benefits commu-

nication does not work.  So let’s not 

go there.  Instead, let’s focus on 
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finances.  This is the area where peo-

ple need the most help.

 We’ve all heard that it is better to 

view the health plan purchase over 

the long run (usually a 12-month pe-

riod), but the reality for most workers 

is they can’t afford to spend too much 

money upfront.

 For example, many workers can-

not afford to pay a higher premium 

for a lower deductible plan, or set 

money aside in a flexible spending ac-

count.  They have to address the very 

real issue of living paycheck-to-

paycheck or deciding which bills they 

can pay now versus later.  If they pay 

a larger premium now, they won’t 

have the money to pay other bills.

 These workers are constantly 

moving money around to cover rent, 

mortgage payments, car payments 

and repairs and other expenses that 

allow them to work and pay for 

health insurance in the first place.  

For these people, the lowest premium 

plan is the only option.  Unfortu-

nately, the typical health plan enroll-

ment information ignores this fact of 

life—treating all health plan buyers 

the same in terms of plan affordabil-

ity.

 It’s this inability of buyers to con-

nect typical plan benefits communica-

tion to their financial reality that 

makes the health insurance buying ex-

perience so unpleasant.  Fortunately, 

a few tech-centric startups are look-

ing to use data and technology to 

change the health insurance buying 

process.  Some are health insurance 

companies and others are brokers 

and creators of online health plan rec-

ommendation systems.

 Some of the tools and services 

these new companies are offering are 

exciting and some appear gimmicky 

or more of the same in a shiny new 

package.
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Clover – (www.cloverhealth.com) a 

health insurance company for Medi-

care recipients.  Focuses on using 

data and technology to create models 

to identify high-risk Medicare benefici-

aries.  The goal is to make sure pa-

tients receive required care and avoid 

unnecessary medical intervention.  

Employs a staff of social workers and 

nurse practitioners to work with pa-

tients and doctors.

Oscar (www.hioscar.com) – a private 

health insurance company targeting 

young and tech-savvy customers.  

Currently sells individual plans to 

non-Medicaid and non-Medicare eligi-

ble individuals in its coverage areas.  

Oscar relies on simple plan design, a 

polished website that tracks doctor 

visits, lab work and prescriptions, as 

well as monetary wellness incentives 

to attract and retain customers and 

reduce health care costs.

Zoom (www.zoomcare.com) – a pri-

vate health insurance company 

(Zoom+ Performance Health Insur-

ance) and medical care provider with 

walk-in clinics (also accepts insurance 

other than its own) offering emer-

gency, specialty, dental and mental 

health care.  Preferred customer is un-

apologetically young, tech-connected, 

urban and not poor. Its retail medical 

clinics are intentionally high-design to 

meet the on-demand health care 

needs of young elites.  (Think Apple 

retail stores...)

HoneyInsured – 

(www.honeyinsured.com) an online 

health insurance broker that uses pub-

lic, private and customer-provided 

data to help individuals choose a 

health insurance plan.  Health insur-

ance buyers input a few data points 

and receive plan recommendations.

Lumity – (www.lumity.com) an on-

line health insurance broker that 

helps small to mid-size businesses 

find cheaper health insurance.  Cre-

ates risk profiles using the 
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anonymous claims data of 70 million 

claimants to provide answers to em-

ployer questions such as: 

1. Should we self-insure and when,

2. How much can we save by chang-

ing health plans or health insurers,

3. Will our employees be better off 

with these changes and how much 

better off

Employees can also get out-of-pocket 

health expense estimates to help 

them budget health care expenses.

Stride Health – 

(www.stridehealth.com) an online 

health insurance recommendation 

platform for freelancers and other 

self-employed individuals.  Uses its 

own algorithms to predict how much 

medical care a person will use and 

how much it will cost (in premiums, 

copays, coinsurance and deductible) 

for each health plan on its platform.  

Uses factors such as age, gender, ill-

ness history and its own database of 

claims to make plan recommenda-

tions.

 There is a lot to look forward to 

with these new data and technology-

oriented health care companies.  

What they all have in common is the 

use of sophisticated algorithms to ana-

lyze large amounts of data.  But it is 

HoneyInsured and Stride Health that 

come closest (in theory) to answering 

the one question that health plan buy-

ers have—“Which plan should I 

choose?”  Whether HoneyInsured or 

Stride Health’s sophisticated algo-

rithms can really answer this question 

and how confident people will feel 

with the recommendations is still un-

known.  HoneyInsured goes live in No-

vember 2015 and Stride Health is cur-

rently up and running.
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I recently tested the Stride 

Health online recommendation 

tool to see if it would choose the 

same or a different plan for me.  

Stride’s top recommendation for 

me was the same plan I chose 

nine (9) months ago. 

 I bought an individual health plan 

in December 2014 for the 2015 calen-

dar year.  I considered my health 

status, medical care usage history as 

well as my finances before choosing a 

Kaiser Permanente HMO high deducti-

ble plan with a health savings ac-

count.  It was not the cheapest plan 

available in terms of monthly pre-

mium. 

 I don’t know exactly how Stride 

determined which plan was best for 

me or how it estimated my out-of-

pocket expenses for 2015.  So far my 

out-of-pocket expenses are $30 for 

the year (not including the monthly 

premium), more than $600 less than 

Stride’s estimate for me.  Stride has 

data points (using its large claims da-

tabase) for a woman my age that I 

don’t have access to.  And there are 

three (3) months left in 2015...

 Still, I take heart in knowing that 

I did not need a sophisticated algo-

rithm to come to the same decision 

as this new online health plan recom-

mendation tool.  And employers 

should take heart also and consider 

creating their own recommendation 

tools.  They can start by creating hy-

pothetical user profiles for employees 

to use as decision guides.
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Components of A Health And 
Financial Status Profile

5

 We know that new data-driven 

companies like HoneyInsured crunch 

goo-gobs (a technical term) of data 

from public and private health insur-

ance company databases to make

their health plan recommendations; 

however, we have no way of knowing 

what data they extract or how their 

algorithms work.

 However, employers have access 

to a lot of data they can use to create 

their own health insurance profiles 

and recommendation tools.  Data 

used to create these profiles can 

come from health insurance claims 

from the insurers book of business.    

 Collaborating with health in-

surers is essential as it mirrors 

the access to anonymous claims 

data that new high-tech starts-up 

use to power their algorithms.  In-

surance claims data is useful in 

determining estimated claims 

based on age and gender.        
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 There are two kinds of health 

plan recommendation tools or guides 

employers can create.  The first in-

volves creating hypothetical user pro-

files employees can use to guide 

them in choosing a plan.  The profiles 

can be narratives or in outline format.  

The second type of recommendation 

tool can take the form of a simple de-

cision support system that requires 

few data points.

I.  User Profiles

 For every profile created there is 

a corresponding ranking of the avail-

able health plans.  For example, if an 

employer offers three health plans for 

employees to choose from, each pro-

file will rank the three plans based on 

estimated out-of-pocket costs.  Costs 

include premium, copay, coinsurance 

and deductible amounts.  This is the 

amount the employee can expect to 

pay for health insurance and care dur-

ing the plan year.

 However, it is important to inform 

employees that they are choosing the 

profile that most closely matches 

their situation, not identical to it.  In 

addition, employees need to know 

that the projections are estimates 

and that their out-of-pocket costs for 

each plan may be more or less than 

projected.  Also, it is important to 

stress to workers that the projections 

do not factor in their daily, weekly or 

monthly financial situation.  The esti-

mates are annual projections and it is 

possible that they may have to pay 

the entire projected amount all at 

once.  (Provide them with an example 

of how this could occur.)

 Lastly, include a statement that 

lets employees know that it is their re-

sponsibility to choose a plan based on 

their needs.  The profiles are merely 

a guide for those who want to use 

them.  Also, acknowledge that choos-

ing the plan with the lowest monthly 

premium may be a suitable option if 

paying more upfront presents a finan-
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cial hardship.  They can still use the 

plan rankings to see how much more 

it may cost them in the long run if 

they make that decision.

Sample Profile (Hypothetical Nar-

rative)

 Susan is 48 years old and has dia-

betes.  She takes at least two (2) pre-

scription drugs per month.  Because 

of Susan’s health issues, she visits 

her primary care doctor at least four 

(4) times per year.  In the last two 

years she visited the emergency 

room once.  Susan is married with 

one child in high school.  Susan has 

no physical hobbies that increase her 

chance of injury.  Her husband has 

his own health plan, leaving Susan to 

cover their child under her plan.  Su-

san’s child has no known illnesses, 

does not take any medications and 

does not participate in any sports.  

Last year the child visited the doctor 

twice for treatment of bronchitis and 

an annual exam.

 Susan does not have an emer-

gency fund to pay for additional or un-

expected expenses.  After paying her 

health insurance premium, paying 

more than $30 per month for health 

care (deductible, copay and coinsur-

ance) is a hardship for her.  Susan 

contributes 3% of her salary to her 

company’s retirement plan.  She does 

not set aside money in a health care 

flexible spending account (FSA) be-

cause she cannot afford per pay pe-

riod deductions for health insurance, 

retirement, and a FSA account.

Sample Profile (Outline Format)

Health Care Status Questions

• Have at least one chronic or debili-

tating health condition like diabe-

tes, COPD, heart disease, high 

blood pressure, arthritis, depres-
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sion, migraines or severe back 

pain

• Have a family member on the 

health plan

• Take more than one prescription 

drug per month

• Have at least one health emer-

gency every 12-24 months

• Visit the doctor at least two to four 

times per year

• Age

• Gender

Financial Status Questions

• No emergency fund or “extra” cash 

after paying monthly living ex-

penses

• Cannot cover the deductible if due 

at once

• Cannot pay more than $30 to-

wards deductible, copay and coin-

surance in any given month

II. Online Recommenda-

tion Tool

 Individual buyers of health insur-

ance can use online health plan rec-

ommendation tools like HoneyInsured 

and Stride Health.  These systems 

make recommendations for plans 

available on healthcare.gov and other 

individual plan databases like 

ehealthinsurance.com.  They do not 

yet support employer-sponsored 

group health insurance plans.  There-

fore, employers who want to offer 

these tools have to work with their 

health insurers or brokers to create 

their own tool.  

 However, they won’t be starting 

from scratch.  They can take advan-

tage of the structure created by the 

startup tools.  For example, the insur-

ance company has access to claims 

data.  This is the same data many of 

the startups use to support their 
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tools.  Health insurers should be able 

to create a tool that can estimate an-

nual plan costs.  Employees would 

only have to input their age and gen-

der to receive a recommendation (in 

the same format as the User Profile 

recommendations and with the same 

warnings).

Employers can work 

with health insurance 

companies to:

• make plans more affordable

• create user profiles and 

recommendations

• communicate plan options and 

recommendations using just a 

few communication vehicles 

(the trend of overloading the 

senses with all the latest high-

tech communication tools is a 

bad one)

BenefitsAll LLC | 4913 Virginia Street | Alexandria VA 22312 | phone: 571-334-2992 | www.mybenefitsall.com - 19

What Employees Want This Open Enrollment:  Health Insurance Plan Recommendations

http://www.mybenefitsall.com
http://www.mybenefitsall.com


Conclusion
66

 Few workers 

look forward to the 

annual open enroll-

ment period.  The 

task of choosing a 

health insurance 

plan is both difficult 

and boring.  Employ-

ers’ response to 

worker apathy to-

wards the health insurance buying de-

cision is to communicate the same in-

formation using different media.  

Workers must put these communica-

tion puzzles together and choose the 

best health plan based on their finan-

cial status and health care needs.

 Workers need help choosing a 

plan.  Comparison charts and calcula-

tors work well for those 

inclined to use them.  

But most employees are 

unwilling or unable to 

use these resources and 

need health plan experts 

to provide plan recom-

mendations.  These ex-

perts may feel that it is 

not their responsibility 

or is highly risky to make such recom-

mendations, but there are risks in not 

making them.

 Using big data and technology to 

create models and profiles to make 

health plan recommendations is the 

future.  Eventually computer engi-

neers will work out the bugs in their 

algorithms, making the recommenda-
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tions more reliable.  They may also re-

vise the algorithms to include finan-

cial data points.

 However, despite the limitations 

of current engineering, employers can 

start using online recommendation 

tools now.  Employers, working with 

health insurers and brokers, can cre-

ate their own profiles and calculations 

to provide recommendations that an-

swer THE question:

Which health plan should I 

choose?
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