
2020 is anything but business-as-usual with many companies changing the way they operate 

– shifting to a more virtual/digital environment. These shifts have highlighted the tremendous 

importance of technology and the value of resources like brokers, who can educate clients, 

help them navigate changing conditions and make smart choices about benefits technology 

and related strategies. 

Research conducted in May 2019A uncovered that 85% of employers were familiar with 

integrated employee benefit (EB) technology solutions, however only 19% had an integrated 

solution in place. The 2019 research also revealed a strong interest among non-users, with 

seven in 10 employers expressing an interest in using an integrated solution for human 

resources and/or employee benefits.A 

In order to understand employers’ challenges with benefits technology during the different 

stages of the enrollment process (pre-/open/post-enrollment)D and how to leverage the 

essential role of the broker during the process, Equitable commissioned Arizent Research/

Employee Benefits News (EBN) in May 2020 to survey human resources professionals 

(“employers”) at small to mid-sized companies.B A follow up survey was fielded in July 2020 to 

uncover employers’ benefits strategies best practices as a result of COVID-19.C
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Key Findings

• Employers are shifting from a 

manual to a digital enrollment 

process – especially in the 

current environment. Yet, some 

are still endeavoring to select the 

best integrated EB technology 

solution.

• Effective employers are more 

likely than not effective employers 

to use software that can be 

integrated with other applications 

during the pre-/open/post-

benefits enrollment processes.  

• Timely benefits communications 

to employees with personalized 

content is a best practice among 

effective employers. 

• Employers are increasingly 

relying on brokers for technology 

integration strategies, 

communication strategies and 

benefits analytics. 
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Employee Benefits Technology Streamlines the Digital Experience
The key to streamlining and integrating EB technology is transitioning from manual to digital 

processes. The vast majority (84%) of employers use one or more digital processes during 

open enrollment. However, effective employers are more likely than not effective employers 

to use a fully automated process (39% versus 30%).B This whitepaper defines “effective” 

employers as extremely/very effective at managing activities across all three stages of 

enrollment (pre-/open/post-)D and “not effective” employers as somewhat/not very/not at all 

effective at managing activities across all three stages.

Open Enrollment Process: Using Automated Processes

Source:  Arizent Research/Employee Benefit News, May 2020 Study

Not Effective 

Employers

30%
Effective 

Employers

39%

Source: Arizent Research/Employee Benefit News, July 2020 Study 

Pre-COVID-19 July 2020 Early 2021

40% 54%

Digital Shift During Open Enrollment

53%

This year changed considerably where employees work and how they use technology to 

communicate. New ways of working have ultimately impacted how employers approach 

employee benefits education. Gathering employees into a conference room for a presentation 

about upcoming enrollment is not as easy as it used to be. The research shows that pre-

COVID-19, only two in five employers used fully digital enrollment processes, and now more 

than half (54%) expect to shift to a fully digital enrollment process by early next year.C

As one employer states, “Our biggest challenge will be offering options during the open 

enrollment period to digitally communicate and sign up employees.” As employers transition 

to more digital processes, brokers play a key role in helping their clients asses their current 

platforms and advise on the best integrated EB technology solutions.
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Analyzing Benefits Outcomes Is Fundamental to Integrating Solutions 
and Effectively Managing the Enrollment Process  
While employers may understand that integrated EB technology solutions increase efficiency, 

reduce costs and streamline processes, many seek to identify and implement a best-fit solution. 

With the challenges brought on by COVID-19, employers are relying more than ever on 

technology, highlighting the gaps in this area.

“COVID-19 has accelerated the need for employers to have access to one system of record,” 

says Thomas Flavin, head of distribution for Equitable. “Employers need to see all coverage 

lines, pull claims forms and administer bills from a single source.” 

Pre-COVID-19, only 14% of employers used an integrated EB technology solution. However,  

by early next year, nearly one-quarter (24%) of employers plan to use integrated solutions.C  

The research shows effective employers are more likely than not effective employers to use 

streamlined technology solutions integrated with other applications. HR administration, benefits 

administration and benefits data analytics tools are among the most common applications 

effective employers are integrating into a single solution.B As one employer describes, “With 30 

employees, things can get overwhelming and that’s why I felt I needed more tools to complete 

the process faster and integrate into this way of doing things.”

Broker Tip: 
Review clients’ 
benefits 
technology to 
better understand 
what analytics 
tools they have 
and where there 
are opportunities 
to integrate 
benefits processes.

Integrated Technology Solution Usage

14% 16% 24%*

July 2020 Early 2021Pre-COVID-19

Source:  Arizent Research/Employee Benefit News, July 2020 Study *Statistically significant at the 90% confidence level over pre-COVID-19
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Benefits analytics is an integral element in the overall enrollment process. Customization is 

front and center with effective employers, where effective employers are more likely than not 

effective ones to use customized post-enrollment reporting/analysis (32% versus 21%).B Open 

enrollment process assessment, benefits enrollment analysis, billing and cost analysis are the 

most prevalent ongoing and post-enrollment areas of review. 

A challenging and evolving business environment may lead to an even greater focus on 

analytics, with one-third (34%) of HR professionals expecting to conduct additional analysis 

of benefits usage and data for decision-making.C Employers will need to rely more on the 

knowledge and experience of brokers to help them assess their data and how to leverage it for 

optimal benefits planning. An integrated technology solution will also help to produce reports 

for more robust analytics. 

“An integrated solution provides employers and brokers with reports at their fingertips and 

allows them to look at individual program participation and usage. They can use that data to 

inform how they educate employees about those benefits,” says Flavin. 

Develop a Digital Communication Strategy to Drive Enrollment 
Participation 
As remote work continues for many, the content and delivery of benefits communications 

to employees has become increasingly more important. As one employer succinctly notes, 

“Regular communication is key.”

Effective employers start communicating with their employees earlier in the process – 

approximately two months before open enrollment – with personalized communications (86% 

effective employers versus 77% not effective employers). B

Broker Tip:  
Audit the 
technology 
and processes 
clients use at 
each enrollment 
stage to identify 
opportunities for 
streamlining and 
integration.
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Employers in general are thinking along these lines: nearly half plan to communicate earlier 

about benefits changes/options and plan to communicate more frequently during their next 

open enrollment.C  Yet, opportunity exists for brokers to help employers, with only one-third 

currently planning to create more personalized benefits messages for employees. Additionally, 

brokers can provide insight to help employers automate various aspects of the benefits 

process during the next enrollment period.

Brokers also have an opportunity to remind clients that promoting the value of benefits should 

be a year-round activity. Effective employers are more likely to highlight available benefits year-

round (75% versus 62%) and provide ongoing benefits education (39% versus 26%) than not 

effective employers.B

Broker Tip:  
Act as clients’ 
analytics coach 
to help them 
understand and 
interpret the 
data for optimal 
benefits planning. 

Communicate earlier about  

benefits changes/options

Communicate more frequently about benefits 

offerings and options

Communication Strategy Improvements During Open Enrollment

45%

44%

Automate additional aspects  

of the benefits process
37%

Source: Arizent Research/Employee Benefit News, July 2020 Study

Communications highlighting  

available benefits

Ongoing benefits education

Year-Round Benefits Communication and Education

75%

62%

39%

26%

Source: Arizent Research/Employee Benefit News, May 2020 Study 

Effective Employers Not Effective Employers

Create more personalized benefits  

messages for employees 33%
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“Consistent communication is important,” says Flavin. He recommends establishing a 

communications schedule, and rather than sending notes from a generic company email 

account, use a personalized email address.

As employers are transitioning to digital methods of communication, the use of video chat/

chat bots has risen from 21% pre-COVID-19 to 59%. Not surprisingly, in-person events have 

declined significantly.C “With COVID-19, brokers have reached out to us to help them put 

together webinars and videos to get in front of employees and educate them about buying 

options,” says Flavin.

Broker Tip:  
Improve 
your clients’ 
communication 
strategy by 
helping them 
develop tailored 
messaging and 
making them 
timely, concise 
and targeted.

Video Chat/Bots as Method of Communication

Pre-COVID-19 July 2020 Early 2021

21% 59% 59%

Source: Arizent Research/Employee Benefit News, July 2020 Study

Changing Benefits Communication Strategies

Source: Arizent Research/Employee Benefit News, July 2020 Study

Communication method Change from Pre-COVID-19 (March 2020)

Video chat/chat bots

Online events

Email

Print materials/brochures

In-person meetings

Benefits fairs

Pre-enrollment
• Research benefits tools and audit 

employee benefits plans 

• Communicate benefits options 

digitally

• Start communicating with 

employees at least two months 

before enrollment 

Open enrollment
• Use an automated process 

• Personalize employee benefits 

communications 

• Use benefits administration and 

email management software 

• Provide enrollment materials via 

a company intranet 

Post-enrollment
• Measure webinar attendance and 

email open rates 

• Leverage integrated technology 

to produce and analyze custom-

ized reporting 

• Educate employees on the value 

of benefits year-round 

Best Practices by Benefits Enrollment Stage 

 Increase

 stay the same

 decrease
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Brokers Are a Vital Resource
Brokers have always been a crucial resource to employers, and current events have made 

them even more essential. The research shows that employers who are effective at managing 

enrollment activities are more likely to be collaborating with a broker than those who are not 

effective (83% versus 72%). Effective employers are also more likely to involve brokers at every 

enrollment stage.B 

Furthermore, in an ever-changing environment, more than one-quarter (28%) of employers plan 

to rely more on their broker for information and support in various ways, including advice on 

how to reduce benefits costs.C

One employer succinctly expresses: “Working with a broker who has expertise and knowledge 

is so valuable.” Another notes, “You have to really stay on top of open enrollment, especially 

if you have a lot of employees coming and going. Our broker is really good at helping us 

throughout the year.” 

Brokers don’t have to go at it alone. Lean on carriers as a resource to guide and advise 

clients. As Flavin says, “Reach out to us and talk to our experts so you can become more of a 

partner to employers.” 

Broker Tip:  
Reach out to 
carriers for 
the latest on 
compliance, 
technology and 
communications 
strategies. 

Broker Support Needed by Employers 

Options to control/reduce  

benefits costs

Analysis of benefits usage/trends  

at our company

Communication strategies about  

current and planned benefits

Analysis of benefits usage/trends  

at similar companies

Information about voluntary  

benefits options

Help personalizing communications  

to different employee groups

Help conducting an employee survey  

to determine benefits strategy

Review/audit of our current  

benefits technology systems

46%

39%

39%

26%

23%

22%

21%

18%

Source: Arizent Research/Employee Benefit News, July 2020 Study
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Final Thoughts
COVID-19 has exposed some of the shortcomings of employers’ current benefits technology 

solutions. Those employers that have struggled with manual processes and non-integrated 

systems may now find these challenges amplified.

Employers will significantly benefit from brokers’ expertise in selecting, implementing and 

getting the most from their technology. Brokers are well-positioned to streamline benefits 

processes, work with employers to get more out of their data analytics and ensure that 

employees have timely benefits information.

1. Help employers find and implement an EB technology 

solution that integrates with other systems. 

2. Audit employers’ technology and processes at 

each enrollment stage to identify opportunities for 

streamlining and integration.

3. Help employers personalize and customize 

communications to cater to employees’ varying needs 

and knowledge levels.

4. Encourage employers to start open enrollment 

communications at least two months prior to enrollment.

5. Use resources available on carriers’ websites when 

communicating benefits options and help employers 

provide enrollment materials digitally.

6. Hold online benefits seminars and measure employee 

attendance.

7. Seek out technology solutions that provides 

customized reporting and analysis. 

8. Be a source of ongoing benefits education throughout 

the year.

8 Actions Brokers Can Take to Support Clients



9

WHITEPAPER

Methodology 
A  In February/March of 2019, Equitable commissioned Arizent Research/Employee Benefit News to 

conduct an online survey among of 401 HR professionals at organizations with 10 to 500 employees 

and 2018 gross receipts of $250,000. Qualifying respondents were employed at organizations 

using HR software solutions, in management level roles with benefits technology decision-making 

responsibility.

B  In April/May 2020 Equitable commissioned Arizent Research/Employee Benefit News to conduct 

an online survey among 302 HR professionals at organizations with 10 to 500 employees and 2019 

gross receipts of $250,000. Qualifying respondents have benefits decision-making involvement at 

organizations that have been in business 2+ years.

C  In July 2020 Equitable commissioned Arizent Research/Employee Benefit News to conduct an online 

survey among 100 HR professionals with benefits decision-making involvement at organizations with 

10 to 500 employees. Qualifying respondents had to offer dental, vision, life, short-term disability, long-

term disability, critical illness or accident insurance. 

D  The April/May 2020 research divided benefits enrollment into three stages: 

• Pre-enrollment. The period of time leading up to open enrollment and may include benefits 

selection, systems/tools implementation/upgrades and communications strategy

• Open enrollment. The period of time in which employees may select/change benefits coverage 

• Ongoing/Post-enrollment. The period of time that may include the following employer activities: 

life events/new hire benefits enrollment, open enrollment process review/analysis, measuring 

enrollment in employee benefits and benefits cost analysis

All differences between groups shown in this report are statistically significant at the 95% confidence 

interval, unless otherwise noted. 

About Equitable 
Equitable, a subsidiary of Equitable Holdings (NYSE: EQH), has been one of America’s leading financial 

services providers since 1859. With the mission to help clients secure their financial well-being, the 

company provides advice, protection and retirement strategies to individuals, families and small 

businesses. Equitable has more than 8,000 employees and Equitable Advisors financial professionals and 

serves 2.8 million clients across the country. Please visit Equitable Employee Benefit for more information. 

About Arizent Research
Arizent delivers actionable insights through full-service research solutions that tap into their first-party 

data, industry SMEs, and highly engaged communities across banking, payments, mortgage, insurance, 

municipal finance, accounting, HR/employee benefits and wealth management. They have leading 

brands in financial services including American Banker, The Bond Buyer, PaymentsSource, Financial 

Planning, National Mortgage News, and in professional services, such as Accounting Today, Employee 

Benefits News, and Digital Insurance. For more information, please visit arizent.com

Equitable is the brand name of the retirement and protection subsidiaries of Equitable Holdings, Inc., including Equitable Financial Life 
Insurance Company (Equitable Financial) (NY, NY); Equitable Financial Life Insurance Company of America (Equitable America), an 
AZ stock company with main administrative headquarters in Jersey City, NJ; and Equitable Distributors, LLC. Equitable Advisors is the 
brand name of Equitable Advisors, LLC (member FINRA, SIPC) (Equitable Financial Advisors in MI & TN). All group insurance products 
are issued either by Equitable Financial or Equitable America, which have sole responsibility for their respective insurance and backed 
solely by their claims-paying obligations. Some products are not available in all states.
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