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SPECIAL REPORT: OPEN ENROLLMENT 

THE OPEN 
ENROLLMENT
REVOLUTION
In a post-COVID world, employees 

are more eager than ever to make 

smart benefits elections. But first, 

employers will have to help them 

understand their options.
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OPEN ENROLLMENT OPENS UP
To help employees truly understand their benefits, the once-a-year 
event needs to become a yearlong conversation in the workplace. 

▶ By AMANDA SCHIAVO 

D
o your employees understand their 

benefits?

Plenty of employers may 

respond with a confident, “Yes, 

of course!” After all, every year during 

the open enrollment period, employ-

ers provide their workers with ample 

information about benefits offerings, 

allowing them to select the support 

they most need.

 But we all know the reality of those 

presentations: the information is 

overwhelming and full of jargon, and 

the selection process becomes a task 

that most workers just want to check 

off their to-do list. In reality, 93% of 

employees pick the same benefits each 

year rather than choosing new options, 

according to Aflac’s 2020-2021 Work-

forces report. 

 Of course, like everything else about 

the way we work, the pandemic has 

changed workers’ relationship with 

their benefits plans, and they’re now 

craving a deeper understanding of ex-

actly how their employer’s offerings will 

support their health and wellness and 

that of their families.

 During 2020’s open enrollment 

period, 56% of employees spent more 

time reviewing benefits offered by 

their employer than in previous years, 

according to a consumer survey from 

Voya Financial. But 35% of those 

surveyed admitted that they didn’t fully 

understand the benefits they were sign-

ing up for.

The solution may be to stop thinking 

of open enrollment as a once-a-year 

event. Sure, employee elections will still 

need to be made annually, but conver-

sations about benefits should happen 

continuously within the workplace. It’s 

a shift in communication and educa-

tion that’s gained steam in the past 18 

months. 

“The quantity of things that em-

ployees have to try to absorb is a 

lot to ask of people who are juggling 

work and family situations,” says Rob 

Grubka, CEO of Health Solutions at 

Voya Financial. “Like most things that 

you do once a year, it’s hard for people 

to accumulate enough learning during 

open enrollment. The move to a more 

persistent, consistent approach to pro-

viding education is a shift we’ve seen 

from COVID.” 

The forced shift to remote work 

was an undeniable silver lining of the 

pandemic. Workers across industries 

quickly got comfortable relying on tech-

nology to get work done, and productiv-

ity even spiked as a result — trends that 

in an ideal world will stick around much 

longer than COVID-19.

 Open enrollment is poised for the 

same tech-driven revolution, says 

Karen Frost, VP of health strategy and 

solutions at Alight Solutions. 

“Netflix prompts me about movies 

I might like and Amazon prompts me 

about things I might be interested in 

shopping for,” she says. “Employers can 

leverage the kind of data they know 

about people to promote programs that 

personalize the enrollment experience. 

Wouldn’t it be great if your employer 
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tion has educated our organizations 

on our different plans in a way that was 

simple to understand.” 

Those kinds of impactful conversa-

tions have become even more far-reach-

ing since the events of 2020. Topics that 

were once considered taboo, like mental 

health and financial stress, have become 

accepted and even prioritized discus-

sions within the workplace.

 “The conversations about burnout, 

stress and emotional well-being started 

before COVID, and the heat on that has 

gotten turned up,” Hamrick says. “We 

are seeing more and more employers 

making sure that they’re communicating 

throughout the year about the resources 

they bring to help people with those sorts 

of things.”

 Empowered employees will think 

more strategically about their ben-

efits, ask tougher questions and make 

voluntary elections that will better serve 

and protect their families, says Sabrina 

LaFleur, lead certified financial planner at 

LearnLux, a financial wellness company.

 “In the second quarter of 2020, 

we saw a spike in life insurance policy 

purchases as employees began thinking 

more realistically about how their families 

would survive if their income was lost 

due to a premature COVID related death,” 

she says. “Short-term disability claims 

for respiratory conditions more than 

doubled from February to March of 2020, 

so that led to an increased awareness of 

the need for income protection due to 

temporary or long-term disability.” 

 For LaFleur, these lessons are per-

sonal. Four months into the pandemic, 

she was diagnosed with double pneu-

monia and was unable to work for two 

weeks, followed by a recovery period of 

nearly six weeks.

 “Working flexible hours from home 

allowed me to rest as much as I needed, 

but for anyone who does rigorous or 

manual labor, they would likely have 

prompted you — because they knew 

you have a child under the age of 13 — 

to take advantage of a dependent care 

spending account?”

Many employers are already utilizing 

artificial intelligence to target messages 

to the right individuals at the right time, 

Frost says. 

“Looking internally at capabilities is 

a great, cost-effective way to lever-

age AI for HR and benefits, including 

enrollment,” she says. “Increasingly, 

benefits administration and HR plat-

forms provide employee portal experi-

ences that include personalized plan 

content, reminders and personalized 

enrollment experiences with embed-

ded decision support.”

But when it comes to technology, 

simplicity works, too, says Grubka. 

“Employees generally are most re-

ceptive to digital interactions, especially 

when it comes to receiving information 

from insurance carriers,” he says. “These 

tools do not have to be overly com-

plex — almost two-thirds of employees 

say educational videos are important 

resources in making benefits decisions.”

 As an adviser and VP at Segal Benz, 

the communications practice of benefits 

consulting firm Segal, Catherine Ham-

rick had long relied on benefits fairs to 

provide guidance to employees before 

they made their selections. Translating 

those in-person gatherings to the virtual 

world, she says, has created additional 

access to valuable resources.

 “In-person benefits fairs were popu-

lar because employers and employees 

could get answers to their questions 

in a single place where you would have 

all your different vendors present,” she 

says. “During COVID, introducing these 

virtual fairs made it as easy as possible 

for our clients and for the vendors.”

 Segal set up vendor toolkits that in-

cluded all of the information needed and 

allowed the vendors to create their own 

short videos explaining their product; 

she also helped vendors set up live webi-

nars and Q&A sessions, all of which were 

recorded for easy employee access.

“When people were doing in-person 

benefits fairs they sometimes would 

want to invite their spouse, signifi-

cant other, or whoever in their family 

is helping them make these benefits 

decisions,” Hamrick says. “But a lot of 

employers didn’t allow that. Now, these 

virtual fairs make it easy for employees 

to share information with the other 

people in their families.” 

That makes life easier (and more effi-

cient) for employers, too, Hamrick says.

“Most of our clients who went virtual 

are going to do it again, and have real-

ized how great it is to have benefits 

education available year-round,” she 

says. “Information is evergreen and is 

available for new hires. We were some-

what surprised by the real advantages 

created by going virtual.”  

 Two years ago, Krispy Kreme signed 

on to partner with Segal Benz in hopes 

of improving the corporation’s ben-

efits communications. Since, plan 

headcount has jumped by 15% — and 

employees have made better, more 

personalized decisions.

“Historically, Krispy Kremers would 

say they wanted to enroll in ‘the best 

plan,’” says Jackie Dawood, a senior 

analyst in the Total Rewards division of 

Krispy Kreme. “As benefits profession-

als, we know that there is no one plan 

better than the other, as each person’s 

needs are unique. Benefits communica-

LIKE MOST THINGS THAT YOU DO ONCE A 
YEAR, IT’S HARD FOR PEOPLE TO ACCUMULATE 
ENOUGH LEARNING DURING OPEN ENROLLMENT.
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tion has educated our organizations 

on our different plans in a way that was 

simple to understand.” 

Those kinds of impactful conversa-

tions have become even more far-reach-

ing since the events of 2020. Topics that 

were once considered taboo, like mental 

health and financial stress, have become 

accepted and even prioritized discus-

sions within the workplace.

 “The conversations about burnout, 

stress and emotional well-being started 

before COVID, and the heat on that has 

gotten turned up,” Hamrick says. “We 

are seeing more and more employers 

making sure that they’re communicating 

throughout the year about the resources 

they bring to help people with those sorts 

of things.”

 Empowered employees will think 

more strategically about their ben-

efits, ask tougher questions and make 

voluntary elections that will better serve 

and protect their families, says Sabrina 

LaFleur, lead certified financial planner at 

LearnLux, a financial wellness company.

 “In the second quarter of 2020, 

we saw a spike in life insurance policy 

purchases as employees began thinking 

more realistically about how their families 

would survive if their income was lost 

due to a premature COVID related death,” 

she says. “Short-term disability claims 

for respiratory conditions more than 

doubled from February to March of 2020, 

so that led to an increased awareness of 

the need for income protection due to 

temporary or long-term disability.” 

 For LaFleur, these lessons are per-

sonal. Four months into the pandemic, 

she was diagnosed with double pneu-

monia and was unable to work for two 

weeks, followed by a recovery period of 

nearly six weeks.

 “Working flexible hours from home 

allowed me to rest as much as I needed, 

but for anyone who does rigorous or 

manual labor, they would likely have 

STEPS TOWARD SUCCESS
Making open enrollment easier  

on (and better for) employees 

doesn’t have to feel like a huge 

task. Four small steps can make  

a big difference. 

How can employers give benefits  

education and open enrollment a 

much-needed makeover without 

completely overhauling their pro-

cesses? Tiny changes can create 

a big impact. Start with these four 

shifts in approach. 

1.   Make communication constant 

Rather than emailing staff a few 

weeks ahead of open enrollment, 

keep those communications flow-

ing all year round. Periodic com-

munications and informational 

blasts about things like HSAs, 

supplemental health insurance 

and life insurance benefits will 

keep options top of mind for work-

ers, and help them gradually build 

expertise and understanding. 

2.  Over-explain options  

When it comes to benefits, don’t 

assume that your employees 

know, well, anything. That’s not 

a slight to your staff — it’s just 

in recognition that benefits can 

feel like a complicated web of 

options, often hiding behind 

countless acronyms and medical 

speak. Break benefits down to the 

simplest terms, and explain the 

details, even if you’re certain all 

the folks on the Zoom call already 

know what you’re talking about. 

Chances are, at least one person 

doesn’t.

3.  Embrace new tech tools 

Both the healthcare and tech 

industries have been working to 

make open enrollment simpler for 

employers and employees alike. 

New platforms that streamline 

offerings and allow employees to 

navigate the full roster of available 

benefits in one place can keep 

employees from feeling over-

whelmed, and make the selec-

tion process simple. “We want to 

support employees beyond open 

enrollment, making sure they are 

reminded of their benefits and 

actively stay engaged with their 

healthcare throughout the year,” 

says Frank Jennings, SVP and 

chief sales officer at Castlight 

Health, which recently introduced 

a one-stop-shop platform in part-

nership with Businessolver. 

4.  Pay attention to your own team 

Years ago, the corporate team 

at American Eagle Outfitters no-

ticed that most of its workforce 

was enrolled in a PPO — one that 

probably wasn’t the best plan for 

the bulk of its team. So, accord-

ing to a report from the Society 

for Human Resource Manage-

ment, the retailer partnered with 

Benefitfocus to create a platform 

that analyzed workers’ recent 

medical claims and pointed them 

to health plans that might better 

suit their needs. 

could get answers to their questions 

in a single place where you would have 

all your different vendors present,” she 

says. “During COVID, introducing these 

virtual fairs made it as easy as possible 

for our clients and for the vendors.”

 Segal set up vendor toolkits that in-

cluded all of the information needed and 

allowed the vendors to create their own 

short videos explaining their product; 

she also helped vendors set up live webi-

nars and Q&A sessions, all of which were 

recorded for easy employee access.

“When people were doing in-person 

benefits fairs they sometimes would 

want to invite their spouse, signifi-

cant other, or whoever in their family 

is helping them make these benefits 

decisions,” Hamrick says. “But a lot of 

employers didn’t allow that. Now, these 

virtual fairs make it easy for employees 

to share information with the other 

people in their families.” 

That makes life easier (and more effi-

cient) for employers, too, Hamrick says.

“Most of our clients who went virtual 

are going to do it again, and have real-

ized how great it is to have benefits 

education available year-round,” she 

says. “Information is evergreen and is 

available for new hires. We were some-

what surprised by the real advantages 

created by going virtual.”  

 Two years ago, Krispy Kreme signed 

on to partner with Segal Benz in hopes 

of improving the corporation’s ben-

efits communications. Since, plan 

headcount has jumped by 15% — and 

employees have made better, more 

personalized decisions.

“Historically, Krispy Kremers would 

say they wanted to enroll in ‘the best 

plan,’” says Jackie Dawood, a senior 

analyst in the Total Rewards division of 

Krispy Kreme. “As benefits profession-

als, we know that there is no one plan 

better than the other, as each person’s 

needs are unique. Benefits communica-
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MORE BENEFITS, MORE WASTED DOLLARS? 
Offering boosted benefits doesn’t mean employees will use them. Helen Calvin, chief 
revenue officer at Jellyvision, shares tips on getting your workforce to utilize ancillary 
benefits and reduce ballooning costs. 

▶ By ALYSSA PLACE 

Helen Calvin
Chief Revenue Officer
Jellyvision

needed to be excused from work several 

more weeks to safely recover,” she says. 

“And that’s exactly what something like 

disability insurance is for. It isn’t always 

one of the most popular benefits, but we 

saw an increased awareness of its value.”

 Life insurance, a benefit with a 

similarly unsexy reputation, also saw 

a spike as a result of the pandemic, 

with 11% more policies sold in the first 

quarter of 2021 compared to the year 

prior, according to data from research 

firm LIMRA. Simultaneously, the aver-

age death benefit reduced by 4% to 

$270,000 — an indication that house-

holds with smaller incomes were largely 

responsible for those purchases.

 With every step forward in helping 

employees understand their benefits, 

there’s more work to do, says Grubka. 

An increase in life insurance policies 

should signal to employers a need 

for education on group life insurance 

policies, which can be a simpler, more 

cost-effective solution for workers.

“Simply put, education and better 

guidance tools help prevent employees 

from overspending on their benefits,” 

he says. “Voya surveys have found that 

more than 73% of employees are in-

terested in support and tools that help 

them understand how much money to 

put aside for retirement, emergency 

savings and healthcare expenses. One 

way we’re addressing this is by focusing 

on digital capabilities and resources.”

 As the modern workforce continues 

to become more empowered and curious 

about the benefits available to them, em-

ployers who take a year-round approach 

to benefits education will not only better 

serve their existing staff, but better com-

pete for top talent. According to Voya’s 

research, two-thirds of employees want 

better benefits education throughout the 

year — not just during open enrollment.

 “One size does not fit all,” says Alight 

Solutions’ Frost. “As employers, think 

about your offerings and recognize 

that you have a group of people who 

really have diverse needs. Offering and 

detailing a variety of programs will really 

meet those needs — for both you as an 

employer and for your people.” EBN 

TOO LITTLE TIME, TOO MUCH CHOICE

60% of Americans spent more time reviewing  

their benefits in 2020 as a result of the pandemic.

99% of broker agencies believe tech will play an important role  

in open enrollment. Only 53% of broker agencies are confident  

in their ability to serve clients digitally.

Industry research shows that during open 

enrollment, employees may have to make 

decisions on as many as 17 benefits.17

Source: Voya; Ease

The average employee 

spends just 18 minutes 

enrolling in benefits.
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MORE BENEFITS, MORE WASTED DOLLARS? 
Offering boosted benefits doesn’t mean employees will use them. Helen Calvin, chief 
revenue officer at Jellyvision, shares tips on getting your workforce to utilize ancillary 
benefits and reduce ballooning costs. 

▶ By ALYSSA PLACE 

A
s HR professionals gear up for  

another enrollment season in 

the shadow of the coronavirus 

pandemic, many companies are 

offering more benefits than they ever 

have before. But those benefits are go-

ing largely unused, and are costing your 

company in wasted healthcare spend.

Benefits software company Jellyvi-

sion found that 98% of employers plan 

to add more benefits in response to 

COVID, yet those same employers said 

that more than half of their benefits 

dollars were wasted on employee con-

fusion over enrollment. 

In order to maximize utilization and 

lower healthcare costs, employers 

should step back from their new role 

as healthcare providers and allow third 

party vendors to do the heavy lifting, 

says Helen Calvin, chief revenue officer 

at Jellyvision.

“It is a huge burden and they need 

to be able to go back to being what HR 

was originally supposed to be, which is 

talent management and talent opti-

mization,” she says. “It’s also critical 

that you are utilizing vendors for whom 

this is where they spend their time and 

their focus, on benefits, elections and 

benefits enrollment.” 

Calvin sat down with Employee 

Benefit News to discuss the changes 

in the employer-employee relationship 

and what employers can do to reduce 

healthcare spending by relying on their 

supplementary benefits.  

Q: We’re going into our second 

open enrollment season since the 

pandemic started. How has the 

relationship between employers and 

employees changed when it comes to 

their expectations for their benefits 

experience? 

There’s a push and pull happening 

where employees are turning to their 

employers for help and benefits in ar-

eas that you might never have sought 

from your employer before. Mental 

health is one of the biggest examples 

of employees seeking help from their 

employer, whereas that wouldn’t have 

been something you would have asked 

about before. It’s really great that the 

door is open and employers have lots 

of new ways that they can support 

their employees and create a really 

engaged, productive and talented 

workforce. But the downside of that is 

it’s a burden on employers — they’re 

becoming almost healthcare com-

panies in and of themselves and the 

costs can be very high.

At Jellyvision, we surveyed our cus-

tomers and 98% of them said they’re 

going to expand their benefits offer-

ings in one way or another this year, in 

response to COVID. The proliferation of 

the benefits that employers are trying 

to offer to support their employees and 

also reduce their healthcare costs have 

really expanded, and employers are 

now thinking, “How do I actually get 

employees to start to utilize the digital 

Helen Calvin
Chief Revenue Officer
Jellyvision

from overspending on their benefits,” 

he says. “Voya surveys have found that 

more than 73% of employees are in-

terested in support and tools that help 

them understand how much money to 

put aside for retirement, emergency 

savings and healthcare expenses. One 

way we’re addressing this is by focusing 

on digital capabilities and resources.”

 As the modern workforce continues 

to become more empowered and curious 

about the benefits available to them, em-

ployers who take a year-round approach 

to benefits education will not only better 

serve their existing staff, but better com-

pete for top talent. According to Voya’s 

research, two-thirds of employees want 

better benefits education throughout the 

year — not just during open enrollment.

 “One size does not fit all,” says Alight 

Solutions’ Frost. “As employers, think 

about your offerings and recognize 

that you have a group of people who 

really have diverse needs. Offering and 

detailing a variety of programs will really 

meet those needs — for both you as an 

employer and for your people.” EBN 

Source: Voya; Ease

EBN0921_Special report.indd   7EBN0921_Special report.indd   7 8/27/21   2:35 PM8/27/21   2:35 PM



A8   Employee Benefit News   September/October 2021 www.benefitnews.comwww.benefitnews.com

SPECIAL REPORT: OPEN ENROLLMENT

LOST IN TRANSLATION
Advisers have the power to help both employees and employers understand 
benefits offerings. But first, make sure everyone is speaking the same language.

▶ By STEPHANIE SCHOMER

Eric Silverman
founder of Voluntary Disruption

health tools or healthcare navigation 

tools or new benefits I’m offering?” 

Q: What are some of the challenges 

employers are facing by offering so 

many benefits that are being unused 

by employees? 

I don’t think the pandemic funda-

mentally changed where employers 

were with their employees in regards 

to benefits. It was more like gasoline 

on the fire. Employers have been on an 

unsustainable trajectory of increasing 

benefits costs year over year. It wasn’t 

working before — the combined medi-

cal debt currently in the United States 

is $140 billion. It’s the number one 

reason, even before COVID, for people 

to declare bankruptcy in America. 

Adoption of our benefits and benefits 

engagement wasn’t happening in the 

“before times” either. So even if the 

world moves back to normal from a 

workplace perspective, the systems 

that were in place before weren’t solv-

ing the problem.  

In a lot of ways, these benefits might 

actually reduce your overall costs, but the 

issue is getting employees to know about 

it or have them be engaged with it. We 

asked the C-suite what percent of their 

businesses’ annual healthcare spend-

ing they thought was wasted due to 

employee confusion over these prolifer-

ated benefits. And they said 53% of their 

healthcare costs were being wasted.  

Q: Employees are asking for more 

benefits, and employers are offer-

ing them. Where is the missing link 

when it comes to getting them to 

actually engage? 

The traditional communication ap-

proach has us talking about open enroll-

ment on an arbitrary timeline, or we use 

triggers throughout the rest of the year. 

For example, during mental health aware-

ness month, I’m now going to commu-

nicate to you about your mental health 

benefits. But people just don’t care until 

they care. They’re not necessarily think-

ing about their benefits on the timeline 

that we’re trying to operate from.  

The other side of it is that employees 

have a natural distrust of their provid-

ers, the vendors, the administrators, 

of the entire ecosystem that we have 

built around these benefits. So employ-

ers really have to find a way to talk to 

employees transparently and honestly, 

and show them the math behind these 

benefits choices in a way that’s really 

guileless. With Alex, our AI-powered 

online benefits counselor, when we’re 

talking about the medical plans, we 

gather information from employees 

about their expected medical costs, 

and then map that out against the 

different plan designs to really show 

employees the trade-offs and costs 

they’ll see with that medical plan. For 

example, a high deductible health plan 

may cost less, but they have to pay 

more in upfront costs. So having those 

kinds of dialogues and conversations 

with employees that help them really 

get a better understanding of what 

decisions they’re making will help them 

understand how it will impact them. 

Q: How will those conversations lead 

to higher engagement in the open 

enrollment process? 

The big key is adoption of these 

ancillary benefits. Typically, 84% of all 

the health spending on an employer 

population is driven by about 20% of 

the employees, which is [on average] 

$24,168 per year on an employee. 

Historically, so much of that was driven 

by the medical plan and that’s still 

happening, but if you reframe your 

open enrollment not to be a task but a 

plan-year strategy, then you can stop 

just focusing on medical and dental, 

and you can really start to highlight 

some of the other benefits, like your 

telehealth providers, or maybe some of 

your digital health tools. That planning 

moment of open enrollment is a really 

key entry point. 

Q: How would you advise HR leaders 

and benefits professionals to adopt 

this plan vs. task mindset? 

I think brokers and broker consul-

tants can be incredibly helpful in decid-

ing what are the strategic benefits we’re 

going to focus on for this year. It’s also 

critical that you are utilizing vendors 

for whom this is where they spend their 

time and their focus: on benefits, elec-

tions and benefits enrollment. Technolo-

gy adoption is also so critical, especially 

as you think about a post-COVID world 

of open enrollment needing to be 24/7. 

Employees are willing to let their 

employer help them get the most out 

of their benefits, which behooves both 

the employee and the employer, but 

employers have to start to seek third-

party support in executing it because 

it is a huge burden and they need to be 

able to go back to being what HR was 

originally supposed to be. How do you 

use the experts in this space, digital 

tools and partner consultants to relieve 

the burden? EBN

84% OF ALL THE HEALTH SPENDING ON  
AN EMPLOYER POPULATION IS DRIVEN BY 
JUST 20% OF THE EMPLOYEES
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LOST IN TRANSLATION
Advisers have the power to help both employees and employers understand 
benefits offerings. But first, make sure everyone is speaking the same language.

▶ By STEPHANIE SCHOMER

A
dvisers, employers and employees 

all want the same thing: Benefits 

plans that provide the best support 

possible. But without an intimate 

understanding of benefits-industry terms 

and jargon, employers and employees 

can often feel left in the dark. That puts 

extra weight on advisers to present clear, 

concise information that can guide orga-

nizations to the best outcomes. “When 

partners bring us in, it’s not as much for 

benefits as it is for communication and 

education,” says Eric Silverman, founder 

of Voluntary Disruption, a benefits advi-

sory. “The journey is the most important 

part. The destination is an employee 

picking their plan.” Here are three ways 

advisers can make that journey a little 

less fraught.

Words matter
“The term ‘voluntary’ is just silly,” 

Silverman says of “voluntary benefits,” 

which can include everything from dis-

ability and life insurance to pet insur-

ance and student loan support. “The 

whole point of these benefits is that 

they’re incredibly important to em-

ployees and their families.” Referring to 

them as voluntary (or worse, ancillary) 

diminishes the value, Silverman says. 

Instead, he and his team have taken 

to calling them “enhanced” benefits, 

and in turn have seen employer groups 

immediately grasp the intention. “All it’s 

doing is supporting the major medical,” 

he says. “Enhanced benefits exist to 

make it even stronger.”

Ditch the acronyms
Like most industries, benefits leans on 

its own kind of language and lingo — one 

that’s packed with acronyms that can 

leave the average employer or employee 

scratching their heads. “A broker will 

stand up in front of an audience, hold up 

a brochure, and start talking about HSAs, 

FSAs, LTC and LTD,” Silverman says. “It’s 

alphabet soup! Employees don’t want to 

feel dumb so they don’t ask questions. 

The broker thinks they did a kickass job, 

and a week later the HR exec is baffled 

because no one signed up for the HSA 

plan.” Instead, focus on clarity. Call the 

HSA a Health Savings Account, Silver-

man says, and explain its value plainly: 

It’s a place to save pre-tax dollars to be 

used on medical expenses.

 

Explain the nuances
If employees are told a policy is guar-

anteed issue, they may think they’re cov-

ered — no matter what. But that might 

not always be the case, Silverman says. 

Guaranteed issue means that a group of 

workers can enroll in a plan regardless 

of health status and other factors — but 

the insurance provider may still be able 

to decline coverage based on pre-

existing conditions, depending on the 

terms of the contract. “This frustrates 

the ever-loving crap out of employees, 

employers and HR people, because it’s 

not explained and nobody understands 

it,” Silverman says. “Advisers have to go 

out of our way to make it crystal clear 

that there’s a big difference.”  EBN

Eric Silverman
founder of Voluntary Disruption

$24,168 per year on an employee. 

Historically, so much of that was driven 

by the medical plan and that’s still 

happening, but if you reframe your 

open enrollment not to be a task but a 

plan-year strategy, then you can stop 

just focusing on medical and dental, 

and you can really start to highlight 

some of the other benefits, like your 

telehealth providers, or maybe some of 

your digital health tools. That planning 

moment of open enrollment is a really 

key entry point. 

Q: How would you advise HR leaders 

and benefits professionals to adopt 

this plan vs. task mindset? 

I think brokers and broker consul-

tants can be incredibly helpful in decid-

ing what are the strategic benefits we’re 

going to focus on for this year. It’s also 

critical that you are utilizing vendors 

for whom this is where they spend their 

time and their focus: on benefits, elec-

tions and benefits enrollment. Technolo-

gy adoption is also so critical, especially 

as you think about a post-COVID world 

of open enrollment needing to be 24/7. 

Employees are willing to let their 

employer help them get the most out 

of their benefits, which behooves both 

the employee and the employer, but 

employers have to start to seek third-

party support in executing it because 

it is a huge burden and they need to be 

able to go back to being what HR was 

originally supposed to be. How do you 

use the experts in this space, digital 

tools and partner consultants to relieve 

the burden? EBN

84% OF ALL THE HEALTH SPENDING ON  
AN EMPLOYER POPULATION IS DRIVEN BY 
JUST 20% OF THE EMPLOYEES
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SPECIAL REPORT: OPEN ENROLLMENT

TEACHING TOMORROW’S TALENT
In the years ahead, a large portion of the workforce’s youngest generation will experience 
open enrollment for the first time ever. Can we better prepare Gen Z? 

▶ By PAOLA PERALTA

I
n the next 10 years, Generation Z 

— defined as anyone born after 

1996 — will account for roughly 

60 million job seekers in the labor 

market. It’s a demographic known for 

being whip-smart, tech savvy...and 

totally lost when it comes to under-

standing benefits.

“We know benefits are complicated, 

that’s across the board for all genera-

tions,” says Kim Buckey, vice president 

of client services at consulting company 

DirectPath. “But Gen Z doesn’t have as 

much experience with the process of 

choosing benefits. They might even still 

be on their parents’ plan.” 

Unlike their millennial, Gen X and 

baby boomer counterparts — who’ve 

had decades to grapple with premiums, 

deductibles, copays and coinsurance 

— the next few years will be Gen Z’s 

first time being exposed to complicated 

terminology and concepts. Working 

to explain even the basic concepts of 

healthcare coverage can go a long way. 

“Providers tend to be very focused 

on their own services and they don’t re-

ally help on an individual level,” Buckey 

says. “They don’t know your employer 

or your personal situation. [Employees] 

are looking to employers to provide 

some basic education and some one-

on-one support.”

Providing that support, either in-

person or virtually, can promote a better 

understanding among young employees, 

according to Buckey. Making a benefits 

expert available to answer questions 

about enrolling, how to choose cover-

ages, what plans are available and how 

they work not only ensures that employ-

ees are making good decisions, but can 

also engender loyalty to an employer. 

It’s vital to also explain the conse-

quences of not enrolling or selecting the 

wrong options, Buckey says. It’s espe-

cially easy for young employees to be 

tempted by the lowest-premium options, 

not recognizing that “out of pocket cost” 

encompasses far more than just what 

comes out of their paychecks. 

“They may overlook coverages or 

special programs that could save them 

money in both the short- and long-

term,” Buckey says. “Worst-case sce-

nario, employees who skip the process 

entirely or miss the deadline may end 

up with no coverage at all, or default to a 

plan that doesn’t meet their needs.”

Those needs are unique to Gen Z. 

A baby boomer will typically be more 

focused on planning for retirement or 

life insurance benefits, while a millennial 

with children might be more focused 

on a family health plan. Gen Z, however, 

is more likely to see the value in such 

offerings as short term loans, mental 

health applications, daily pay features 

and fitness services.

“It’s important for employers to 

explain the financial impact of Gen Z’s 

decisions,” Buckey says. “Choosing a 

medical plan based on what has the 

lowest premium doesn’t always trans-

late to the least expensive plan over the 

course of the year.” 

To help young talent find the ideal 

benefits solutions, Buckey says, em-

ployers must continue the conversation 

well beyond a worker’s enrollment date 

—  and that might mean adopting new 

methods to reach and connect with 

their demographic, like using social 

media or text messages to share impor-

tant information. 

“You want benefits communica-

tions to be a year-round process,” she 

says. “Provide something that catches 

attention, shows what the financial im-

pact is and then directs the employee 

to where they can get more informa-

tion if they want it.”  EBN

GEN Z MIGHT EVEN STILL BE  
ON THEIR PARENTS’ PLAN.
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Hear from leading voices  
in banking and finance
With the American Banker and Bankshot podcasts, you’ll get an 
immersive look at the world of banking and finance — from interviews 
with leading bank and fintech executives to in-depth explorations of 
important policy issues.
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WHAT’S IN STORE FOR 
THE FUTURE OF WORK?

Employers and employees are searching for an answer.

The exclusive report from Arizent — parent company of 
Employee Benefit News — examines attitudes around remote 
work and provides new insight into how both business leaders 

and employees are thinking about navigating work in the future.

Explore the key findings at  
benefitnews.com/research-report/the-future-of-work-2021
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