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FORWARD 

 

In September 2018 we surveyed insurance professionals, Certified Employee Benefits Specialists, 

human resource experts, CPAs and third-party administrators and asked them questions about 

benefit tool utilization.  Not surprisingly, the majority of the responders confirmed what the industry 

already knows; even though benefit tools save time and money, they are being underutilized.  Given 

this void, we are building a claims-based analytics solution to drive targeted “right time” 

communications - the “secret sauce” is better employee segmenting. 

A wide variety of employee healthcare benefit programs and tools are available to employees and 

their families.  Some of the more popular tools include telemedicine, pricing transparency and 

on/near-site clinics.  For the purposes of this white paper, tools also include cost containment plan 

provisions such as mail order pharmacy and generic medications. 

While the value of healthcare benefit tools should be self-evident, their utilization generally under-

performs.  For example, the utilization of many telemedicine programs runs between 3% and 10% 

even though plan management expects the utilization to exceed 25%.  Sadly, the gap between 

pricing transparency tools is even wider!  These gaps are particularly disturbing since there is a real 

need for these tools as both the employer as well as the employee can save both time and money. 

The “$64,000 question” is why aren’t these tools and programs performing at expected levels?  The 

short answer is 1) the content is confusing, 2) benefit tools are out-of-sight and out-of-mind, and 3) 

content is not personalized.  It also doesn’t help that employees in general, only have periodic needs 

for many of these tools.  

We believe leveraging your organization’s Big HR Data is a good starting point.  Our definition of 

Big HR Data is BIGGER than other definitions.  How so?  For one thing, our definition of Big HR 

Data also includes the use of medical and pharmacy claims data as well as the integration of 

other utilization data from non-traditional data sources to drive communications.  Imagine 

how much higher the utilization of benefit tool “X” would be if claims data in conjunction with 

demographic and plan data was used to drive targeted communications!   

By the way, claims data is great when the plan is self-insured and the carrier or PBM provide the 

claims data.   When the plan is insured and claims data is not available, proxies for claims data, 

such as health risk assessments, website clicks and benefit tool utilization reports can be used.  

If you’re thinking, “sounds good, but it sounds expensive” - think again.  The business case for 

improving benefit tool utilization is compelling. Not only are the financial savings material, but the 

savings can also be proved in a transparent way.  How so?  Simply by reviewing the claims activity 

associated with each employee that was part of campaign “X” the savings can be proven in an 

objective manner.   If you’re thinking I don’t have time to learn how to use another piece of software 

– think again.  All you have to do is click on filters to create each list. 



If the thought of using claims and other utilization data to drive targeted communications feels out-

of-place, it should.  We recognize the “disruptive” nature of our solution.  We also recognize that 

today’s communications are simply not performing.  And we’re here to change that.  

We are hopeful this white paper provides you with the needed information to bolster the 

communication of your benefit tools.  A special thank you to the insurance professionals, Certified 

employee benefits specialists, human resource experts, CPAs and third-party administrators who 

completed our survey. 

  



INTRODUCTION  

 

“Employee benefit tool utilization” is a bit of a paradox.  How so?  While 30% of our survey 

responders are “pleased” with current utilization levels an astounding 95% welcome a targeted 

communications “magic wand.”  Additionally, while employees routinely complain about 

healthcare costs many never “make the call” to see what options there are.  Several of these 

same employees complain and become unengaged in employee benefits (and possibly their 

employer too) when they find out after the fact they could have saved time and money by doing 

things differently. 

 

 

   This begs the following questions: can “nudge technology”, such as the messaging used 

by airlines to send departure and arrival notifications, be applied to healthcare benefits?  Can 

“local” product segmentation technology, such as the technology being used by Nike to feature 

and stock favorite sneakers for each local Nike store be applied (Google Nike by Melrose for 

more information)?  At the risk of sounding somewhat biased, we absolutely think this digital 

prowess has a place.   Our survey highlights follow. 



Let’s jump right in.  So, how engaged are today’s employees 

with their benefit tools? 

____________________________________ 

Fist things first – employees must first have an awareness of the tools at their disposal before 

they can utilize them.  

 

The average rating of employee awareness was 52 (with responses including 0, 100, and 

falling everywhere in between).   What’s the reason for this discrepancy, we asked?  

 

 

 
 

 

Many answered that while benefit tools are made available, their employees often forget 

or don’t retain information they’re given.   “We plan on enhancing education at our open 

enrollment meetings” one participant shared, while others commented employees ignore the 

outreach altogether.   

In essence, employees tune out because most healthcare benefit topics are too 

complicated to pay attention to unless there’s a compelling reason to do so.  Or perhaps there’s 

another reason?  We believe the generic, one-size fits all communications that are too vague 

and not relevant to recipients significantly contributes to low employee engagement. 

 In an ideal world, if 50% of employees are aware of the benefits tools at their disposal, 

there would be a high of utilization among that 50%.   However, this is not the case – today, 

“Benefit tools are  

available and discussed,  
but employees  

forget or  

don’t pay attention” 

AVERAGE EMPLOYEE 

AWARENESS  
OF  

BENEFIT TOOLS: 
 

52 
 

in other words, the awareness must be raised, 

particularly since only a small subset uses the tools 



while over 95% of large American employers offer telemedicine benefits, less than 8% of 

employees are using these services.   

Some perceived reasons behind these disparities include:  

 

  Out-of-sight, out-of-mind                 62% 
 

 Perceived as being “too complicated”          54% 

 

 No, or limited, incentive to do so          38% 
 

 Employees don’t even know there’s a way        38% 

  to save time/money        

 

 Skeptical about there being a “catch”          27% 
 

 Whether your employer is experiencing one or a combination of the above dilemmas, we 

can all agree that with increased employee benefit tool utilization and awareness, everyone 

wins.   And while enhancing education at open enrollment meetings or posting (yet another) 

flyer in the common area may reach a handful of individuals, the goal is to help make benefit 

tools top-of-mind among utilizing members.   Is the solution so simple as identifying effective 

means of communication, and scaling them up?   HR Best Practices thinks it may take a bit more 

than that… 

 

A look at the facts  

____________________________________ 

To get everyone on the same page, we present 7 simple truths of benefit engagement, 

communication, and plans.  

  

1. Benefit tools are often under-utilized 
(see section 1) 

 



2. Employees don’t understand their benefit plans 
increase education, increase engagement  

 

3. The employee benefit communication function is often below best 

practice levels 

 
4. Employers routinely supplement vendor responsibilities (e.g., 

communications of Program X)  

 
5. Employees are increasingly amenable to receiving personalized 

communications 
because junk mail isn’t junk when it’s customized and relevant to your needs 

 

6. Gamification continues to be a great way to boost engagement  
from “The Biggest Loser” fitness challenges to benefit tool point systems, 

employee incentive programs have proven successful across the nation 

 

7. There’s a ton of relevant data waiting to be capitalized on  
Medical and pharmacy claims data as well as benefit tool utilization data can 

be easily integrated and put to work 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Given these undeniable trends, the input received from our recent survey, and our expertise in 

the field, we’ve been working to develop a new technology that will increase employee benefit 

tool awareness and utilization, all while cutting costs incurred by the employer as well as the 

employee.   

 

Introducing…the employee benefit “Magic Wand” 

____________________________________ 

Creative and innovative solutions are needed to increase employee awareness of and 

encourage engagement with available health benefit resources. Here’s where we presented the 

“magic wand” segmentation tool… 

 

Our survey responders told us the messages on office flyers and generic emails are often 

disregarded and the information is not retained. What if there was a way to ensure the right 

messages were sent to the right people, increasing both content retention and benefit 

utilization? We’ve cracked the code do to just that.   How, exactly? 

 

It’s a 3-part answer: 

1) Enterprise Data – The right combination of indicative, enrollment, pharmacy 

claims, medical claims, benefit tool utilization, health risk appraisal, and survey 

response data drives personalization 

 

2) Employee Segmentation – Filtering on Enterprise Data selection criteria in an 

easy-to-use way makes communications so much easier  

 

3) Behavioral Economics – Sending communications to employees designed to help 

them make better decisions, rather than stick with default choices, will create a 

more engaged population. 

 

We’ve designed ground-breaking technology that leverages enterprise data and filters your 

employees based on your input criteria (see, “high priority areas”).  Instead of sending a generic 

benefit tool reminder to the entire employee population, you’ve now got a select group of 

individuals who are more likely to benefit from a specific tool. 



The third step is critical: behavioral economics 

addresses the social, financial, emotional, and 

other factors driving low engagement. To 

truly change behavior – in our case, behavior 

as it relates to tool utilization – employees 

must feel communications are relevant to 

their individual needs. 

The segmentation from Parts 1 & 2 

allows for quick and simple distribution of 

targeted messages which, when paired with 

the right content, should boost retention of 

benefit tools. Finally, through incorporation of 

incentive programs and capitalizing on multi-

platform outreach methods, your employees will be equipped with the knowledge, tools, and 

motivation to make positive changes!  

We wanted to know: how much value would such a tool provide you in distributing 

targeted messages to your employees? 

 

 

About 90% of our responders felt employees would benefit from such a tool (there was 

a fifth option: “Nothing can help reduce healthcare costs” - nice to see no one’s that cynical).   

Interestingly, when asked questions about how much the utilization would have to increase by 

 

Instead of sending a  

generic benefit tool reminder to the  

entire employee population, 
you’ve now got a  

group of individuals  
who are  

more likely  

to benefit from a  

specific tool 



to justify the new targeted communications effort, the majority of responders indicated 20 – 

30%.   

Let’s illustrate with an example, if an employer had 2,000 employees and 200 employees 

were utilizing the telemedicine program, utilization would have to increase by 40 – 60 

employees.  Alternatively, if the number of employees did not increase the utilization would 

need to increase from the current usage levels (let’s assume 2 calls per year) to 480 – 520 calls 

per year.  

 

Focusing on High Priority Areas  

____________________________________ 

Targeting health tool-related communications most relevant to your employee segments 

 

What are your employees most interested in? Is your workplace focusing on increasing 

health and wellness campaigns? Is your employee population dominated by parents with young 

children looking to save time and money with telemedicine?  Would you like to “nudge” 

qualifying employees onto a government plan, such as Medicaid or Medicare?  If you’re like most 

employers, there are more questions than answers. 

Not surprisingly, nearly 80% listed pricing transparency among their highest priorities. 

Why?  As healthcare deductibles increase and larger coinsurances apply, plan utilizers need to 

make more educated purchasing decisions in the healthcare market.   Furthermore, costs for 



services ranging from MRIs to medications often have material price differences among 

providers and pharmacies, and consumers are actively seeking their most cost-efficient option.  

Despite the need, pricing transparency programs are not being utilized due to two key 

factors: one, out-of-sight and out-of mind, and two, it’s being perceived as “too complicated”. 

The healthcare industry has its own jargon, and providers don’t make it easy to get the diagnosis 

and procedure codes often needed to “shop” the services as a consumer. Our technology 

enables quick and simple identification of those who will benefit from pricing transparency, 

saving your employees and your business time and money through efficient marketing.   

Furthermore, if employees have additional questions about benefit tool “X” they can simply 

contact our HR Answer Center.  

Telemedicine and Mail Order Prescriptions were also highlighted as important areas in 

need of improvement. These two areas should be “no-brainers” since they’re fairly 

straightforward - that is, if they’re taken advantage of.   

According to our survey, Generics and HSA plans are two more high-priority areas within 

your businesses.  Approximately 40% of responders listed Generics and HSA Plans as important 

health benefits currently underutilized. Those who reported working primarily in healthcare 

were more interested in HSA plans, while those in banking and financial services prioritized 

generics. Across the board, generics capitalization garners huge savings for both employee and 

employer. The resounding challenge exists of making these benefits visible and accessible to 

those who will take advantage.  

 



No matter your field, implementing a 

targeted communications campaign has the 

potential to improve engagement in these 

sectors. The first step is our job: through 

advanced, rapid analysis of pharmacy claims 

data, we deliver who among your employee 

population will benefit the most from the 

services you prioritize. By better 

understanding your employees’ priorities, and 

developing content that caters to those needs, 

you increase not only the likelihood of benefit 

tool retention, but also of tool utilization!    

Oh, and by the way - the “magic wand” is not only limited to healthcare benefits!  Our HR 

segmentation engine is flexible and can support any content ranging from retirement savings to 

sexual harassment training. 

 

Communication is Key 

____________________________________ 

When it comes to distributing these targeted messages – what works? What fails? And most 

importantly – whose job is it? 

 

A brilliant, witty, clever reminder that your employees can get their flu shot at the on-

site clinic is useless if it is distributed ineffectively. We wanted to know – which outreach 

platform would generate the highest response to targeted messages? While the obvious 

majority agree, the tried-and-true email is the best way to go, others also advocate for more 

creative content distribution, such as through animated videos.   

If you’re thinking, sounds good, but we 

don’t have email and/or mobile numbers, 

you’re not alone.  That’s why our flexible 

solution also includes reaching out to 

employees through “snail mail” and phone 

calls, catering to those more interested in a 

low-tech approach. Indeed, several of those 

who reported benefit tools are perceived as 

being “too complicated” also felt snail mail, 

Our technology enables  

quick and simple identification 

of those who will benefit...saving  

your employees and  

your business  

time and money  

through efficient marketing. 

 

…the average employee needs 

reminders 

at least four times  

per year before they will 

recall a given benefit tool is 

available! 



like flyers and postcards, is the best option.   In other words, perhaps one of the keys to 

increasing engagement is through simplification.  

  

 

 

Let’s not forget frequency; the goal is for employees to remember the benefit tools exist 

when they need them. So, we asked: how many times do these messages need to be sent before 

employees…well, get the message?   Once, twice a year?   In fact, 66% answered the average 

employee needs reminders at least four times per year before they will recall a given benefit 

tool is available when it’s needed!  

The “quick math” on this frequency analysis tells us employees would have to receive 

hundreds of messages annually to make an impact, rendering outreach development a full-time 

job not to mention high inbox volumes!   So, what options do we have?  If we look at the 

advertising industry, how do the best consumer brands promote their products?  The short 

answer is commercials, advertisements and social media.  Since HR is clearly not in the 

advertising business surely there’s another way.  Hence, the rise of gamification. 

 

Gamification: Segment, Incentivize, Engage, Thrive    

____________________________________ 

 

Unless you have a culture that is health-focused, and that focus is driven from the c-suite, 

we believe a good way to boost engagement without being criticized for overly communicating 



is through gamification.  To that end, employee activity, such as email opens and HR answer 

center calls can be integrated with your current gamification platform. 

  Recall fact #6:  at first glance, gamifying benefits communications sounds odd.  In reality, 

it’s not!   If we look at low tool utilization through the lens of a professional marketer gamification 

makes more sense.  Why?  People love points and rewards!  Imagine a world where employees 

could get points simply by opening their 

employee benefit emails.  Imagine a world 

where employees would get points simply 

for calling an HR answer center to ask a 

question about a benefits tool?  Imagine a 

world where employees could get points 

by changing their behavior.  Starting to get 

the picture?   

 We’ve designed our segmentation 

tool to be straight-forward, user-

friendly, and customizable to your 

employee population and priorities. This holds relevance, as participants across sectors agreed 

– they imagine their HR department, or hired consultants and brokers, will be the ones to 

implement the “magic wand”, create, and distribute content.  Now, the fun can begin!  Distribute 

creative incentivized content, and your newly segmented employee population is poised for 

increased benefit tool utilization and engagement.   

 

The Business Case 

____________________________________ 

 

We all know that health insurance is expensive and is at unsustainably high levels.  We 

also know anything that supplements an already expensive spend category makes it even more 

expensive.  Or does it?  True, improving benefits communications adds to the cost, but what 

about the other side of the equation?  Let’s look at the quick savings math. 

Here’s a scenario:  Assume an avoidable trip to the ER cost $750.  Now, let’s assume the 

cost for a less expensive place of service, such as an on-site clinic, “doc in the box” or telemedicine 

session, is about $50.    Our quick math tells us there’s a $700 gross savings.  For every 10 ER 

trips that are avoided, that’s about $7,000 in savings.  Said another way, a business operating on 

a 5% profit margin would have to generate$140,000 in revenue to pay for that.  Last I checked, 

not one business person would turn away a $140,000 sale. 

Imagine a world where 

employees could get points 
for changing their behavior...  

 

Starting to get the 

picture?  



And now, a few words about the business case survey responses.  Not surprisingly, many 

of the responders indicated plan management would need to see a detailed business case 

articulating the expected costs and savings.  Since the use of targeted messaging is new, many 

unknown variables impact the business case.  A good place to start is the scope.  The scope would 

include, but not be limited to: business tool universe, employee population, communication 

content, communication frequency, communication modality, “magic wand” software fees, and 

labor.  On the savings side assumptions such as interest level, response rate and unit savings 

need to be estimated. 

If this sounds like a lot of work, it doesn’t have to be!  Simply lay out the variables in a 

spreadsheet and start making assumptions.  Your current utilization reports, such as your carrier 

claim reports, telemedicine reports, transparency tools reports, etc. are a great source of 

information - use them!  In addition, you’ll need to estimate how much the expected gross 

savings will be for each unit of increased utilization and when the improvements will be realized.  

For our readers that prefer to modify an existing template, you may contact us, and we’ll be 

happy to provide you with our Business Case template. 

 

Wrapping Up 

____________________________________ 

 

To summarize – employee benefit tool utilization certainly has ample room for 

improvement.   At HR Best Practices, we are working to provide innovative solutions that will 

expand your benefit tool awareness and utilization.   By combining advanced analytics with 

effective, targeted communications, we believe we can truly transform modern employee 

engagement in healthcare and beyond.  Again, with great thanks to all the survey participation 

we are on the right track to realizing these goals.   We hope this white paper has served to 

highlight ongoing trends in the field, and we look forward to working with you to further 

improve health and wellness of you and your employees.   


