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Health benefits can be complex and confusing, 
yet many employees don’t bother to read the 
benefits information their employer provides. The 
author offers five suggestions for creating more 
effective benefits communication.

Five Keys to 
Communicating 
Health Benefit s

A quarter of a century ago, some of the country’s largest 
auto manufacturers revealed that for the first time they 
were spending more money on employee benefits than 
they were on the steel that went into their cars. Many 

American citizens shook their heads in disbelief while many Ameri-
can business owners nodded their heads in agreement.

Employer-sponsored health insurance covers more than half of 
this country’s nonelderly population—147 million people. In 2015, 
the average annual premium for these workers was $6,251 for sin-
gle coverage and $17,545 for family coverage (each increased 4% 
from the 2014 average premium). Covered workers contribute an 
average of 18% of the premium for single coverage and 29% of the 
premium for family coverage.1 The balance falls on the employer to 
shoulder. These numbers and their rising trends are simply unsus-
tainable for most employers over the long haul as health care now 
consumes 18.3% of the gross domestic product.

Faced with this conundrum, employers have put effort toward 
building a healthier workforce so premiums could stay as low as 
possible for both themselves and their workers (while also reducing 
absenteeism and increasing productivity). Succeeding in these ef-
forts requires not only providing cost-saving and health-promoting 
services such as health risk assessments, lifestyle coaching, disease 
management, telemedicine and expert opinion programs, but also 
helping employees become smarter consumers of their benefits by 
motivating them to take action. 

Benefits often are complex and difficult for consumers to under-
stand. The challenge lies with employers to try to make benefits ac-
cessible, easy to understand and easy to act on. Further, only a small 
subset of an employee population may need a particular benefit at a 
given time, and part of optimizing the use of benefits is being able 
to reach those who need them, when they need them. The best pro-
grams and communications in the world mean little if employees 
don’t engage with them. And, for many companies, that’s where the 
problems lie.

Engagement in benefit offerings remains suboptimal throughout 
corporate America. In fact, a recent study reported that a whopping 
77% of human resource (HR) executives conveyed low levels of em-
ployees even reading benefit updates communications.2 Studies like 
this, coupled with employers’ rising frustration, make it clear that 



benefits magazine february 201734

benefits communication

tackling this growing problem requires new thinking. Here 
are five keys to more effectively communicating benefits.

1.  Recognize the Challenge  
and Make a Commitment to Solve It
Most employers continue to rely on generic communica-

tion that often is not read and seldom motivates action. But 
communicating health benefit programs is more complex 
than ever, and rising consumer/employee expectations tell us 
that no longer does one size fit all when it comes to employee 
engagement.

Most employers have diverse workforces with a mix of  
genders, ages, education and lifestyles. In addition, there are 
more communication channels available to the employer 
than ever before—mailboxes, inboxes, smartphones, differ-
ent company portals and more. The confluence of all of these 
factors creates a perfect storm to which most employers have 
been slow to respond. By not recognizing this new challenge 
and by failing to adopt strategies to combat it, corporate 
America finds itself confronting significant gaps in benefits 
program participation. 

A personalized approach that focuses on each employee’s 
individual needs and wants is required. To achieve this, em-
ployers need to commit to finding out how individual em-
ployees want to receive benefits information and who’s inter-
ested in which benefits. That means assembling as much data 
as possible about employee behavior, learning from that data 
and then using it to motivate the desired outcome. 

The right information delivered in the right way to the 
right person will go a long way in bridging the benefits knowl-
edge gap and making an employee benefits program as suc-
cessful as it can be. The sad truth, however, is that only 13% 
of employers claim to have such a system in place.3 The result, 
not surprisingly, is missed opportunities for cost savings for 
employers and employees alike and, most tragically, a serious 
lack of utilization (or inappropriate utilization) of health ben-
efit offerings by the people who could gain the most. 

2. Personalize the Message
Tools exist today to help employers become smarter in what 

and how they communicate with their workforce. Employees 
will get excited about their health benefits—and recognize 
their true value—if they believe these benefits can help them 
and their family stay healthy in the coming year. Toward that 
end, an increasing number of Fortune 500 companies are us-

ing a “predictive analytics” engine to increase employee en-
gagement and satisfaction with health benefit offerings. 

A program driven by predictive analytics and predictive 
modeling replaces generic, less-effective employee benefits 
communication with hyperpersonalized messages through-
out the year that are specific to the health, financial and life-
style needs of each individual. These messages provide the 
encouragement employees and their dependents need to take 
action, such as completing preventive screenings on time or 
choosing cost-saving, narrow network sites of care and access-
ing specialized vendors. Such engagement may reduce waste-
ful health care spending, improve health year-round and lead 
to greater employee satisfaction. 

An example of this concept in action is a new mother re-
ceiving messages reminding her to add her newborn to her 
health insurance coverage, followed later by reminders about 
when her baby is due for vaccinations and well-baby visits. 
Further down the road, she would also receive “nudges” to 
take advantage of her company’s telehealth benefit in case of 
an urgent need to see a doctor for her baby.

Truly personalizing the message begins with helping each 
employee make the right plan selection during open enroll-
ment. Analytical tools are now available that—for each em-
ployee—process last year’s claims and recalculate them to 
the new year’s plan designs and offerings, easily showing the 
individual the amount of predicted out-of-pocket savings for 
choosing one plan over another. This information helps many 
employees determine which plan makes the most sense finan-
cially for them. 

In a study conducted in early 2016, 62% of HR profession-
als said they would like to use predictive analytics “to provide 
the right care to each employee in order to optimize benefits 
utilization.” In calling predictive analytics a “game changer” 
in benefits utilization, the study went on to say that organiza-
tions tapping into this data-driven technology “anticipate see-
ing improvements in benefits satisfaction, employee percep-
tion of benefits, and productivity.”4

3. Personalize the Medium
Personalizing the message is only half the challenge, as even 

the cleverest and most compelling message is powerless if the 
material is not reaching the intended audience through its pre-
ferred medium. For employers, that means having the capa-
bility to communicate employee health benefits information 
through multiple channels. 
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With four generations in the work-
force and a wide range of socioeco-
nomic statuses within the employee 
population, HR decision makers are 
well aware of the need to use means 
such as text messages, e-mail, direct 
mail and mobile apps to reach vari-
ous segments of the population. While 
there is an increasing desire to use 
digital channels, HR executives need to 
know that just as it would be ineffective 
to rely solely on one generic medium, 
so, too, it is wasteful to use all chan-
nels for everyone. The key is knowing 
employees individually—what they 
want, where they are looking and what 
is most likely to bring about a positive 
response. Doing so requires collecting 
communication preferences for each 
employee during onboarding and up-
dating it regularly.

Recent data indicates that 95% of 
employers have failed to assess their 
employees’ communication prefer-
ences.5 Most employers end up filling 
employees’ mailboxes, inboxes and 
smartphones with information that 
most employees don’t read, don’t want 
and don’t need. This volume of material 
often ends up unintentionally diluting 
an important message about a relevant 
benefit with news or offers about other, 
less relevant benefits. 

4.  Use Behavioral Economics  
to Smartly Nudge
The most effective messaging pro-

vides the encouragement employees 
need to take action. Behavioral eco-
nomics can play a part, and some em-
ployers are beginning to integrate this 
discipline into their benefits commu-
nication strategies.

Behavioral economics lies at the in-
tersection of economics and psychol-

ogy by studying the effects of psycho-
logical, social, cognitive and emotional 
factors on the economic decisions of 
individuals—in short, how decisions 
are made. The discipline has unlocked 
very rich insights into ways to engage 
or “nudge” employees to take desired 
action. 

A few examples include:
• Using social proof. Employers 

can try including basic statistics 
about the usage of a given benefit 
within a company in their mes-
sage to show employees that their 
peers are already enacting the de-
sired behavior. For example, if a 
telemedicine benefit is being 
used by more than half of em-
ployees, that stat could be in-
cluded in an e-mail: “More than 
50% of company employees have 
used the telemedicine benefit—
Join them!” By seeing that others 
like them are participating, they 
may be more likely to also par-
ticipate. 

• Encouraging commitment and 
gauging intent. In a digital expe-
rience, like a benefits portal, em-
ployers have opportunities both 
to get nearly immediate feedback 

on whether the recipient intends 
to act on the suggested behavior 
and to encourage commitment to 
a certain activity. After delivering 
the message (say, “Contribute 
more to your HSA”), employers 
can add a question about intent 
(“Do you think you’ll increase 
your HSA contribution?”) with 
simple buttons where they can 
indicate “yes” or “no.” This not 
only provides useful feedback but 
serves as a mechanism for the 
employee to commit to taking 
action, increasing the likelihood 
he or she will carry out the de-
sired behavior.

• Inspiring action through loss 
aversion. Employers that have a 
platform that integrates pharmacy 
claims can let employees know 
when there’s a savings opportu-
nity for a new prescription. They 
can induce action by framing the 
message around the risk of losing 
something (in this case, money or 
a chance to save money) with 
headlines like “Don’t miss out on 
the chance to save money on your 
daily prescriptions by switching to 
[prescription name].”

takeaways
•  Communicating effectively about benefits may require assembling data about the workforce 

to better understand workers’ needs and wants.

•  Hyperpersonalized messages, possible because of predictive analysis, that are specific to 
the health, financial and lifestyle needs of each individual may encourage employees to take 
action.

•  Employers may need to communicate through multiple channels.

•  Principles of behavioral economics can be used to nudge employees toward specific actions 
and outcomes.

•  Employers need to continually measure the results of their communications and make 
adjustments as necessary.
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Little nudges like these may seem like a simplistic way to 
attain the bigger goal of greater employee engagement and 
lower health care costs but, used collectively, they can have a 
big impact on overall employee health, one person at a time.

5.  Measure and Refine Engagement Tactics Along 
the Way
As any marketer would do, employers need to track re-

sponsiveness and make appropriate midcourse adjustments. 
Many measuring tools are available to help employers do just 
that and, by doing so, become more efficient and effective 
in their benefits communication. Employers should monitor 
progress toward specific goals and see if they need to alter 
their strategy. They should outline activity and desired out-
come metrics up front and track these indicators periodically 
to inform future decisions.

One of the best, simplest and quickest metrics to mea-
sure success is e-mail open rates. Almost every major e-mail 

platform tracks these metrics, allowing employers to find the 
average open rates for each campaign. E-mail subject lines 
falling below average for the year can be revised or removed 
midcourse. In addition, employers can use the attributes 
from the most successful e-mails (like subject-line length, 
sentence structure, emphasis on verbs vs. nouns, etc.) to 
systematically drive creative decisions for future campaigns, 
this year or next.

A comprehensive measurement tool that combines all the 
requisite data streams can enable employers to get a more 
robust and detailed picture of their employees, which can 
then be used to fine-tune the overall employee experience. 
The right measurement tools can identify bottlenecks, areas 
of opportunity and areas that need priority attention.

Employers are realizing that improving benefits engage-
ment must be a top priority in their HR agenda. Implement-
ing an employee benefits engagement program founded on 
and driven by the new realities of the workplace can have a 
positive impact on a business, including increased employee 
participation in health benefit offerings, healthier and hap-
pier employees, cost savings for employers and increased 
employee retention.

Few employers today would doubt that improving the 
customer experience is the new battleground for success as 
traditional differentiators become less and less important. 
So, too, the new battleground for success with employees is 
in demonstrating the value of employer-sponsored health 
benefits, as there is no customer more important to a busi-
ness than its own workforce. That makes understanding the 
wants and needs of employees and codifying a deep appre-
ciation of what they care about and what motivates them to 
take action more essential than ever. 
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