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What’s going on  
@EmployeeBenefitAdviser.com

www.EmployeeBenefitAdviser.com

Zenefits’ founder is back: What 
does it mean for HR technology?
Advisers are playing an important role 
in the rapid growth of the small and 
mid-sized software solutions industry.
https://bit.ly/2YvRCzt

Technology

HSA assets continue to boom 
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Investments Deposits

A tale of two HSAs
How two very different types of em-
ployees can reap the benefits of using 
health savings accounts as a way to 
save for the long term.
https://bit.ly/2zotH6d

Views
Why employers say they are
boosting voluntary benefits

Source: Aflac
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Lifestyle benefits emerging as key 
strategy for talent management
Soft perks and benefits emphasizing 
experiences over financial protec-
tion are meeting changing employee 
expectations — and sweetening talent 
management strategies.
https://bit.ly/2Hi1fqQ

Strategy
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Andrew McNeil and Rosario Avila, both senior advisers at 
Arrow Benefits Group, are a dual threat and have had a 
busy year, partnering to launch their BenefitsTV video chan-
nel for YouTube and Instagram to spread the word on em-
ployee benefits. Besides sharing clients and collaborating 
on a host of projects, Avila also continues to lead Alianza, 
Arrow’s Spanish division, to provide consultative services to 
the growing Spanish-speaking community for health insur-
ance and other benefits planning.

For some of this year’s honorees, the path toward becoming a benefits adviser 
and consultant seems happenstance. “I answered an ad for a customer service job,” 
Avila recalls of her start in the industry. “I didn’t choose the insurance life, the insur-
ance life chose me.”

For others, they were born to it, with strong influences from family members. 
McNeil’s father founded Arrow Benefits Group and Andrew McNeil followed in his 
dad’s footsteps, and for Wellness Adviser of the Year Naama O. Pozniak, CEO of Paz 
Holding, it was an uncle who inspired her to own her own agency someday. Either 
way, it was the right choice for all, as they all took various roads to the top of the 
profession, which is why they have been recognized this year.

Honorees also include Beverly Beattie, CEO of Selden Beattie, representing vol-
untary benefits;  Retirement Adviser of the Year Jewell Lim Esposito, a law partner 
from FisherBroyles; and American Benefits Consulting’s Jay Koppisety, chief digital 
and information officer and this year’s Technology Adviser of the Year. Technology’s 
impact on the industry was a theme many honorees mentioned, not just Koppisety, 
who sees artificial intelligence and the next generation of personalized mobile apps 
for benefits enrollment and engagement as vital new tools. “After internet, AI is the 
most disruptive innovation. It will interact with just about every aspect of the em-
ployee benefits world,” he says.

His best advice for young advisers? Understand that “nothing is truly black and 
white,” Koppisety says. “It’s important to understand the complex issues and expec-
tations before delivering real answers.” 

Bev Beattie sums it up simply: “Be a consultant first. Listen to the voice of the 
customer.”

Sound advice from experts who should know.  —Walden Siew

From the Editor

For the first time, dual advisers represent the top Advisers 
of the Year in the industry.

Partnering for excellence 

FOLLOW 
THE 
LEADER

From short gems of wit 
and insight to valuable 
observations, our Twitter 
feed provides a real-time 
connection to an influential 
community of benefits 
decision makers.

STAY 
CONNECTED.
STAY 
ENGAGED.

JOIN THE CONVERSATION 

@EBAMAGAZINE
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Why brokers should focus 
on hiring — not benefits 

By Alex Tolbert

Discussing how employers can cope with the low unemployment 
rate can help you make a bigger impact on employers.

Strategies

Many brokers find themselves participat-
ing in speaking engagements during the 
summer or hosting an event for clients and 
prospects. If you are among them, you may 
be inclined to focus on benefits strategies — 
this is your area of expertise, after all.

But it may actually be more effective to 
base your presentation on recent headlines. 
A major issue right now is the unemployment 
rate. Employers are struggling to recruit, fill 
positions and retain employees. 

Here are a few insights to share with local 
employers about recruitment and hiring.

One of the biggest challenges employers 
face in hiring is finding enough applicants. 
Many firms have open positions for months, 

and yet few are updating their applicant 
tracking processes.

Improving applicant tracking software  
can produce significant gains in the number 
of candidates applying for open positions. 
Yet, many employers haven’t updated their  
process in years, and are still operating in a 
Recession-era mindset, where every job post-
ing garnered dozens of applicants.

Applicants now have far more leverage in 
the hiring process. If employers are making 
candidates jump through hoops to apply — 
like using multiple websites or requiring them 
to manually enter information already acces-
sible on their resume — quality applicants 
may skip their listings.

Advise employers to audit 
their hiring processes. How do 
applicants find their listings? 
How many steps does it take  
to get from the listing to a 
submitted application? How 
quickly are hiring managers 
responding to resumes?

Responding to an applica-
tion two or three days later 
may have been OK when em-
ployers held the upper hand, 
but today, the best applicants 
are off the market within days.

You might be surprised to 
find that this is something 
most employers haven’t con-
sidered. Providing advice on 
improving the hiring process, 
and tech solutions to accom-
plish those improvements, 
will help your agency stand 
out with prospects and create 
stickiness with clients.

Focusing on hiring will help 
get employers and HR profes-
sionals in the door, but tying 
benefits into your presentation 
is also important.

The connection to hiring is 
clear: benefits are generally 
offered to support recruitment 
and retention efforts. Despite 
rising costs, the tight labor 
market is actually incentivizing 
many employers to expand 
their offerings.

This provides brokers with a 
good opportunity to illustrate 
how a robust suite of ancillary 
options can impact recruit-
ment. It also presents an op-
portunity to demonstrate the 
advantage of a benefits and 
HR solution. EBA
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Alex Tolbert is founder and CEO of the benefits administration platform and HR software company BerniePortal in Nashville, Tennessee.
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For additional trusted insights,  
call us at 443-767-7200.

As you wade through the confusing maze of complexities in 
pharmacy benefits, Confidio can be your trusted guide.
In fact, in less than a minute, we can provide insights that speak directly to the quality and value 
of any pharmacy plan recommendation – insights that are likely to drive better patient outcomes, 
minimize member disruption (as you eliminate waste) and expand member satisfaction in ways 
you didn’t think possible.

Do you have a trusted PBM consulting 
partner with the vision and insight to  
help you navigate a clear path to success?

Evaluate the true health of your clients’ employee population by using our 
FINANCIAL HEALTH CALCULATOR: www.confidio.com/EBA
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Griswold

The time has come 
to pick a side in the 
looming war between 
the benefits and 
healthcare industries. 
Do you want the sta-
tus quo or the forces 
of disruption?

Brokers and advis-
ers must choose either to actively disrupt 
the status quo or to support it. There is no 
middle ground.

With so much money at stake, the status 
quo won’t abandon the field without a fight. 
Revenue for 2018 for just the top five United 
States health insurance carriers totaled al-
most $450 billion. Combined annual revenue 
for the 20 largest brokerages now tops $2 
billion, according to the business intelligence 
data analytics firm miEdge. 

Resistance will be fierce. But the impera-
tive for change, for disruption of the status 
quo, is now inarguable.

The facts are indicting. The status quo has 
failed to control — never mind reduce — U.S. 
healthcare costs, which have increased every 
year since 1960, spiking a whopping 261% 
from 1999 to 2016. Since healthcare costs 
drive premium increases, insurance costs 
have risen almost 300% in that same period. 
Insurance and healthcare are becoming in-

creasingly unaffordable for both employees 
and employers.

The benefits and healthcare status quo 
isn’t just failing employees and employers, 
it’s destroying the American middle class 
by stealing workers’ wage increases to pay 
ever-rising insurance premiums that enrich 
the carriers. 

In 1999-2018, family health insurance 
premiums rose 188% adjusted for inflation, 
while workers’ wages increased just 17%. 
Many employees have become functionally 
uninsured as deductibles have grown eight 
times as fast as wages since 2008. Under the 
status quo, the American worker is falling 
further behind every year.

These cost trends are destructive and 
unsustainable, yet the status quo continues 
to double down, ignoring the frequency and 
severity of claims and refusing to manage 
the healthcare supply chain. 

Disrupter
Only by disrupting the status quo and apply-
ing next-generation healthcare and benefits 
strategies can brokers and advisers begin 
to reclaim control over employer health 
plans and reduce the cost of healthcare for 
employers and employees. That requires you 
choose to become a disrupter.

Next-generation benefits advisers choos-

ing disruption are moving em-
ployers away from fully insured 
plans to alternative funding ar-
rangements that offer control 
over the benefits plan. With 
control, these advisers are 
leveraging other disrupters to 
begin to cut the cost of health-
care by managing the supply 
chain of healthcare services 
that employees purchase. 

These other disrupters in-
clude unbundled TPAs, benefit 
concierge programs, medical 
utilization managers, fiduciary 
PBMs, specialty drug cost 
mitigation services, refer-
ence-based pricing vendors, 
bundled-price surgery centers, 
direct primary care and 
healthcare travel facilitators.

The bottom-line results that 
these next-generation advisers 
are delivering employers are 
stunning. Year-over-year cost 
savings almost always range 
from 15 to 20% or more in 
Year 1. 

That’s a real decrease of 15 
to 20%, with better benefits 
for employees. And first-year 
savings often hit 40% or more. 
No wonder employers are tak-
ing notice and the status quo 
is on edge.

The time is now to choose: 
disruption or the status quo. 
Although the war will be hard 
fought, victory and the future 
belong to the disrupters. 
Employees and employers will 
be the real winners. So, whose 
side are you on? Let your con-
science be your guide. EBA

It’s time to choose: 
status quo or disruption

By Nelson L. Griswold

Advisers must choose either to actively disrupt the status quo or 
to support it. There’s no middle ground.

Nelson L. Griswold, an Employee Benefit Adviser columnist, is an agency growth consultant and author of “Do or Die: Reinventing Your Benefits 
Agency for Post-Reform Success.”
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Secure them all  
with the original  

identity theft  
protection.

Give your employees access 
to the fastest-growing  
voluntary benefit with 

Identity Guard  
and protect what 

matters most. 

What I value most is my...
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             peace of mind.
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Why advisers may need to 
tailor their message

By Wendy Keneipp

Adjusting your communications strategies can help lure 
prospects and build trust with current clients.

Keneipp

Stop thinking of 
communication with 
employers as one-
size-fits-all. That’s just 
not the case.

Employers in dif-
ferent stages of a 
relationship with you 
need different types 

of communication relevant to these rela-
tionships. The employer may be a client, 
an active prospect or someone just look-
ing. Take time to be mindful of that status 
and communicate accordingly.

Clients have already made a commit-
ment to working with you so they probably  
already trust you to help them make good 
decisions about their HR and benefits. 
They want you  to help them create a pro-
gram that runs well, stays in compliance 
and, honestly, is fairly easy to manage.

Employers in this stage need you to 
provide practical tools, resources and in-
formation that will help them manage their 
programs and effectively communicate with 
their employees.

They also need updates on legislative 
changes, reminders on dates and deadlines, 
how-to plans on getting ready for form fil-
ings, health and wellness tips for employees 
and reminders on how to use their benefits.

There are some great content providers 
in the industry that offer a steady stream 
of information throughout the year. Some 
providers send a full package of informa-
tion out on your behalf. With others, you can 
pick and choose what you want to send and 
where and when it should be sent.

It sounds easy, but it takes time to get ev-
erything queued up properly. Make it a pri-
ority to have people on your team organize 
this and give the time to get it done right. 
Clients need and expect to get this informa-
tion as part of your working relationship.

Talking to prospects
Prospects need a different approach be-
cause, in most cases, they have an adviser.

What they need from you is to learn how 
you are different from their current broker 
and how you’ll improve their current situa-
tion. Don’t tell people you’re different; show 
them you are. Share thought-provoking 
ideas that challenge the way they look at 
managing an HR program.

When you put in the time to understand 
what a prospect’s challenges are, then you 
have a trove of topics to share information 
about that would be immediately appealing. 
Some suggestions:

· Share third-party articles and write your 
own about creative plan designs and cost-

saving techniques.
· Explain what happens 

when you have access to 
data and how you can make 
different decisions about plan 
design.

· Share stories about phar-
macy programs and the cost 
savings you can create with an 
independent prescription drug 
vendor.

· Let them know about the 
benefits that are most success-
ful in attracting and retaining 
different generations.

· Talk about managing 
compliance and keeping them 
out of the crosshairs of the 
Department of Labor.

People want to know how 
you think before they will do 
business with you. If all you’re 
doing is regurgitating fac-
tual information they can get 
from many sources, you aren’t 
showing them how you’re 
different. If there’s nothing 
noticeably distinct, why should 
they go through the hassle of 
making a broker change? 

If you can show prospects 
a different approach and you 
are willing to share ideas, 
opinions and advice before 
they become a client, your 
chances of winning them over 
improve significantly.

Remember, prospective cli-
ents wouldn’t be out looking at 
options for new advisers if they 
were completely satisfied with 
what they currently have. Give 
them a reason to want to take 
a meeting with you. EBA

Wendy Keneipp, an Employee Benefit Adviser columnist, is a partner at Q4 Intelligence, a St. Louis-based consulting firm for insurance and benefits 
agencies. Follow her on Twitter at @WendyKeneipp.
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The healthcare industry prioritizes profit over people. Your clients and their 
employees end up suffering the most, resulting in sky-high costs and poor  
health outcomes. This is not healthcare. 

But we’re on a mission to change that. Learn how your clients can lower costs 
and improve the healthcare experience for everyone involved with our resources, 
including our on-demand webinar: Breaking the stereotype: Why self-funded 
captives are here to stay. Together, we can #ReclaimHealthcare.
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Kwicien

Had enough of 
change and mar-
ket disruption? Well, 
there’s more to come.

It’s time for you to  
develop a business 
strategy to differen-
tiate your business 
practice and sustain 

your competitive advantage.
If you are thinking your competitive ad-

vantage is great service for your clients, think 
again. Great service gets you in the game. 
It is not a differentiator. And it provides no 
marketing advantage. Did you ever hear a 
competitor boast: We provide awful service.

No, you have to be more creative than 
that. What will make you invaluable to your 
clients? Why will new prospects seek you out 
to become their benefits adviser? 

You need to have unique processes that 
other brokers are not utilizing. You need to 
elevate your positioning to that of a “trusted 
adviser.”

So what are things that can differenti-
ate you and your firm? Well, a number of 
forward-thinking advisers are now offering 
benefit strategic planning as a service. They 
are helping their clients create a written road 
map that guides all their major benefits deci-
sions and expenditures. 

Those who are doing this are gaining 
market share. And they are charging for the 
service. New client relationships, improved 
client retention and new revenue streams 
— that’s hitting the trifecta. Do you have a 
formalized process for accomplishing this? 
Equally important, does any benefits broker 
in your market advocate such a process? If 
not, it can be your differentiator and com-
petitive advantage.

What else can you do? You can morph 
your practice and develop skills to become a 
human capital consultant who advises on a 
broad range of business issues and charges 
consulting fees. Think of things like self-fund-
ed medical plans, human resource consulting 
services, payroll, the intelligent integration 
of voluntary benefits, and the addition of 
executive benefits, just to name a few. 

Instead of handling this array of product 
and service offerings as a series of one-off  
“widget” sales, try working with your clients 
to develop a master plan that addresses 
their critical business issues first, and recom-
mend appropriate solutions that are respon-
sive to their stated needs. 

Yes, you need to become 
more consultative and strate-
gic in your approach. But you 
will uncover more client needs 
and, more important, remain 
relevant to your clients.

Along those lines, do you 
know what changes are on 
the horizon your clients? For 
example, do you routinely 
and systematically ask them 
whether they are contem-
plating acquiring or merging 
with another firm in the next 
six months? If the answer is 
yes, wouldn’t that be great 
information for you to have 
right now? By asking a simple 
business-related question, you 
can gain extremely powerful 
marketing intelligence.

Let your clients know that 
you can assist them as part of 
the due diligence team when 
they are contemplating such 
a transaction. You can provide 
an audit of the other firm’s 
benefits plan and provide a 
very valuable assessment of 
the claims’ trends and the ex-
pected benefits costs over the 
next two to three years.

That will enable them to 
make an informed decision 
about whether to proceed. It 
could save them millions of 
dollars in increased expenses 
from these hidden costs.

Performing this kind of ser-
vice for a client will make you 
invaluable, and you will be a 
trusted adviser right alongside 
their accountant, lawyer and 
bankers. EBA

Jack Kwicien, an Employee Benefit Adviser columnist, is a managing partner at Daymark Advisors, a Baltimore consultancy.

The secret to building 
competitive advantage

By Jack Kwicien

Great service gets you in the game, but won’t set you apart. 
Here’s a plan that can help you break out from the pack. 

What will make you invaluable to 
your clients? Why will new prospects 
seek you out to become their benefits 
adviser?
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Get to know UMR’s reporting tools, packages  
and ongoing support, and the value we bring to  
your employee benefit plans. 

Visit us at umr.com or contact Mike Benson  
at 715-841-6112.
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With breakout ideas like BenefitsTV 
and Alianza, Rosario Avila and Andrew 
McNeil display the value of teamwork 
when advising clients. 

By Caroline Hroncich

THE POWER  
OF TWO: 
Advisers of the Year 
drive innovation  
at their brokerage  
and beyond
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A
ndrew McNeil and 
Rosario Avila do 
their best work in 
the car. 

The duo are 
famous for their 
post-client-meet-

ing debriefs, most of which take place 
on the drive back to the office. After 
meetings, they buckle their seatbelts 
and pull out their recorder —  talking 
over the details of the day, including ev-
erything from a client’s body language 
to the food they had for lunch. 

They save the recordings — the pair 
has collected more than 100 since last 
November — which they revisit before 
meeting with that client again. 

McNeil and Avila, senior benefits 
advisers at Arrow Benefits Group, a ben-
efits firm based in Petaluma, California, 
have worked together for the past three 
years and collectively manage a $1.3 
million book of business. 

McNeil, a principal at the firm, and 
Avila also do nearly everything together 
and, combined, they boast an impres-
sive resume that includes Avila’s leader-
ship of the company’s Spanish language 
division, Alianza, which she launched, 
and their YouTube channel, BenefitsTV. 

“They can finish each other’s 
thoughts; they’re so in sync with one 
another. But they’re also really different 
and really complementary,” says Lori 
Zaret, senior vice president of human re-
sources at Exchange Bank and a friend 
of both. 

Avila, 43, and McNeil, 33, share nearly 
all of their clients, using a casual selling 
and advising style — a combined ap-
proach that is unusual for advisers.

Benefit advising is often described as 
a competitive industry, one where advis-
ers continually work to assert their value 
to employers. While brokers sometimes 
meet with clients in groups, it is not as 
common for two advisers to share as 
many clients as Avila and McNeil do. 

“When we’re jiving on each other’s 
vibe, the chemistry is really hard to 
duplicate,” McNeil says.  

The pair do share one more thing in 
common. They have been named the 
first joint winners of Employee Benefit 
Adviser’s Adviser of the Year recognition, 
joining four other honorees this year. 

The ability to understand employ-
ers on a deep emotional level is what 
has ultimately helped Avila and McNeil 
develop such close relationships with 
their clients. 

“It’s so fresh, so you can get a sense 
of how you were feeling, how [the client] 
seems to be feeling, different things that 
you’re going to forget over time,” McNeil 
says. “You may remember some of it, 
but you won’t remember that emotional 
piece.” 

It has also helped them grow their 
book of business. Monica Finnegan, 
chief financial officer of Midstate Con-
struction, a general construction con-
tractor with more than 60 employees 
and a client of the team, says she was 
initially attracted to the group because 
they brought a more local perspective 

to insurance. They also consistently 
bring the company the best deals on 
insurance, she adds. 

“They have good energy,” Finnegan 
says. “They’re positive, and they’re for-
ward thinkers.” 

Finnegan says she appreciates hav-
ing two advisers because someone is 
nearly always around to answer employ-
ee’s most pressing benefits questions. 
“There’s always somebody available,” 
she says. “It’s fantastic.” 

The advising profession has also be-

come more consultative and brokers are 
frequently asked to take on more of an 
HR role for their clients. Many are being 
asked to educate clients on such topics  
as paid parental leave, HR technology 
and financial wellness.

Innovation in benefit plan design 
has become a necessity to help brokers 
remain competitive in the space. 

McNeil and Avila value both col-
laborative work and innovation, which 
is something they have showcased 
through multiple projects at Arrow. 

In 2017, Avila launched the com-
pany’s Spanish Language Division, 
Alianza, which serves Spanish-speaking 
employee populations with hands-on 
benefits selection guidance in their na-
tive language. Employers typically hire 
a translator during open enrollment for 
non-English speakers, but the nuances 
of benefits enrollment often get lost in 
translation. 

“Having a translator there, or having 
translated material is not enough,” Avila 
says. “It’s not enough because there’s 
that cultural piece.” 

Avila, who is Latina herself, says in 

the Latinx community, employees are 
often not used to having insurance. For 
example, in Mexico individuals may go 
to clinics for healthcare, where they 
have to pay to be seen by a doctor. 

Therefore, in-network and out-of-net-
work U.S. health benefits are not intui-
tive and employees often get confused 
when navigating the complex health-
care system. It can be helpful to have an 
adviser who understands the language 
and can explain the intricacies of health 
insurance, she says.

While brokers sometimes meet with 
clients in groups, it is not as common 
for two advisers to share as many 
clients as Avila and McNeil do. 

ADVISERS OF THE YEAR
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“When you’re explaining what a de-
ductible is employees, don’t even know 
what that is,” she says. “Just the world 
‘deductible,’ there’s no translation in 
Spanish. There’s no meaning to it.” 

Employees who need assistance in 
Spanish can contact Alianza from 8 a.m. 
to 8 p.m. any weekday. 

Avila says it was important to provide 
extended hours for workers who may 
not have time during the day to spend 
30 minutes discussing their benefit 
package. In addition, workers can con-
tact advisers via text, phone or email. 
They also are looking into including the 
messaging tool WhatsApp as a way for 
workers to contact the service, she says. 

“It’s another way to contact us where 
they feel comfortable,” she says. 

Alicia Cordova, senior account execu-
tive at Arrow Benefits Group works with 
Avila on Alianza and says the Latinx 
population is underserved when it 
comes to benefits. 

Many have dealt with translators or 
Spanish-speaking advisers in the past, 
but these individuals often lack an un-
derstanding of their culture, she says. 

“They’ve had this song and dance 
before,” Cordova says. “[They say] ‘We 
know Spanish, we’re here to help you,’ 
but nobody really helps them.”  

But beyond Alianza, Cordova says 
both McNeil and Avila are laser focused 
on creating a personalized experience 
for the clients they serve. 

One way is through their YouTube 
channel BenefitsTV. Cordova also has 
been featured in several videos. 

“It’s really interesting, and I’m really 
impressed that they’ve been able to 
reach out and gone viral,” she says. 

BenefitsTV
The two launched BenefitsTV in January. 
The service posts short digestible videos 
once a day to help employers and 
employees better understand benefits 
concepts. 

Two examples are how small employ-
ers can remain competitive in the talent 

Launching  
Alianza, Arrow’s  

Spanish-language 
division, has been a 

dream come true for me.  
I am passionate about 
helping the Spanish-
speaking community.

Rosario Avila

Advisers who 
do not embrace 

technology to both 
communicate and 
administer benefits 
will be left behind.

Andrew McNeil 

ADVISERS OF THE YEAR
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“When you’re explaining what a de-
ductible is employees, don’t even know 
what that is,” she says. “Just the world 
‘deductible,’ there’s no translation in 
Spanish. There’s no meaning to it.” 

Employees who need assistance in 
Spanish can contact Alianza from 8 a.m. 
to 8 p.m. any weekday. 

Avila says it was important to provide 
extended hours for workers who may 
not have time during the day to spend 
30 minutes discussing their benefit 
package. In addition, workers can con-
tact advisers via text, phone or email. 
They also are looking into including the 
messaging tool WhatsApp as a way for 
workers to contact the service, she says. 

“It’s another way to contact us where 
they feel comfortable,” she says. 

Alicia Cordova, senior account execu-
tive at Arrow Benefits Group works with 
Avila on Alianza and says the Latinx 
population is underserved when it 
comes to benefits. 

Many have dealt with translators or 
Spanish-speaking advisers in the past, 
but these individuals often lack an un-
derstanding of their culture, she says. 

“They’ve had this song and dance 
before,” Cordova says. “[They say] ‘We 
know Spanish, we’re here to help you,’ 
but nobody really helps them.”  

But beyond Alianza, Cordova says 
both McNeil and Avila are laser focused 
on creating a personalized experience 
for the clients they serve. 

One way is through their YouTube 
channel BenefitsTV. Cordova also has 
been featured in several videos. 

“It’s really interesting, and I’m really 
impressed that they’ve been able to 
reach out and gone viral,” she says. 

BenefitsTV
The two launched BenefitsTV in January. 
The service posts short digestible videos 
once a day to help employers and 
employees better understand benefits 
concepts. 

Two examples are how small employ-
ers can remain competitive in the talent 

war against their larger counterparts 
and limited network PPO plans. 

The pair shares their videos on You-
Tube, Instagram and LinkedIn. Clients 
also have expressed interest in having 
them create more personalized videos 
to share with their employees. “It gives 
us a ton of content that we can send to 
clients and prospects,” McNeil says. “It’s 
not a sales pitch; it’s just information.”   

The videos are short and easy to 
understand, McNeil and Avila say. The 
conversational tone and atmosphere 
are intentional — they wanted to create 
something that didn’t feel overly pro-
duced or inauthentic.  

“It’s really about being genuine with 
the content,” Avila says. “You’re helping 
somebody.” 

McNeil and Avila say advisers should 
think more critically about social media. 
Much of the content that brokers share 
on social platforms, such as LinkedIn, 
is promotional, or may be viewed as a 
sales pitch to employers. 

Instead, they encourage brokers to 
think about sharing informational con-
tent that can showcase knowledge while 
simultaneously being valuable to the 
client or prospect. 

Moving forward, Avila and McNeil 
say they will continue to look for ways 
to expand both BenefitsTV and Alianza. 
They’re also launching a campaign 
called the Power of Two, which show-
cases their unique two-person advising 
style to prospects. 

Innovation is important to the duo, 
and they also plan to find new ways to 
bring personalized benefits to clients.

While Avila and McNeil may not be 
sure where the future will lead, they are 

sure of one thing — they will continue 
to be collaborative in nearly everything 
they do. 

“We’ve been able to differentiate 
ourselves in a sea of the same,” McNeil 
says. “It’s about constantly bringing 
new ideas to the table and seeing them 
through.”

In 2017, Avila started Alianza, which 
serves Spanish-speaking employee 
populations with hands-on benefits 
selection guidance in their native 
language. 

Each year, Employee Benefit 
Adviser recognizes excellence and 
innovation in the field. Winners 
are chosen by the editors and 
advisory board. 

The categories — retirement 
planning, voluntary benefits, 
wellness and technology, as well 
as Adviser of the Year — reflect 
the growing role of benefit 
advisers in having a positive 
impact on all facets of a client’s 
business.

The awards recognize 
outstanding service by brokers 
or adviser and seek to honor 
not just sales performance, but 
numerous factors that determine 
an adviser’s true value.

All winners will be honored at 
SourceMedia’s Benefits Forum & 
Expo, set for Sept. 25-27 in Las 
Vegas.

Methodology
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Q: Why did you choose this  
profession? 
I wanted to follow in my dad’s footsteps, 
but I didn’t really know what he did. I 

ended up trying to pursue a career in 
law enforcement, and while I was doing 
that, I was working in an admin position 
at my family’s agency. I decided to enter 
the benefits business. I joined the busi-
ness at 19, got licensed at 20 and have 
not looked back. 

Q: What is the biggest trend  
advisers need to prepare for in 
2020? 
Advisers who do not embrace technol-
ogy to both communicate and adminis-
ter benefits will be left behind. This has 
been true for the last several years, and 
it will only continue.

Q: What makes you stand 
out as an adviser? 
I am always looking for ways to be dif-

ferent so I can stand out in my market. 
Building relationships with the press 
both on a local and national level has 
helped us build credibility.

Q: What advice would you 
give to a newcomer in your 
business? 
Find a way to be different and outwork 
everyone.

Q: What are the key issues  
advisers should keep an eye on 
to be competitive? 
Advisers should find ways to be different, 
then develop a marketing/PR strategy to 
show their market how they’re different 
than their competitors.

Q: Why did you choose this  
profession? 
I answered an ad for a customer service 
job. I didn’t choose the insurance life, the 
insurance life chose me. 

Q: Who has been the most 
influential mentor in your ca-
reer? 
The founders of Arrow Benefits Group, 
Keith McNeil and Jordan Shields. Their 
work ethic is inspiring. 

Q: What has been your big-
gest work accomplishment? 
Launching Alianza, Arrow’s Spanish- lan-
guage division, has been a dream come 
true for me. I am passionate about help-
ing the Spanish-speaking community. I 
was always thankful for the people who 
helped my parents. With Alianza, my team 
and I get to do that on a larger scale.

Q: What makes you stand 
out as an adviser? 

My experience as an account manager 
allows me to bring a different perspec-
tive than my peers, since there are not a 
lot of advisers who come from that side 
of the business.

Q: What is the biggest trend  
advisers need to prepare for in 
2020? 
In our market, it’s employee engage-
ment. Advisers need to bring good 
solutions to help employers attract and 
retain the workforce they need. Engage-
ment is the key to doing that.

Q: What are the key issues  
advisers should keep an eye on 
to be competitive? 
Focusing on employee culture and the 
multigenerational workforce.

Q&A

Rosario  
Avila 

Senior Benefits Advisor  
| Alianza Lead 

Arrow Benefits Group

Andrew 
McNeil  

Principal | Senior  
Benefits Advisor 

Arrow Benefits Group
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ADVISERS OF THE YEAR
RETIREMENT

Adviser of the Year

Jewell Lim 
Esposito 

Law Partner, Head of ERISA/Tax 
 and Cannabis, Hemp,  

& CBD Practice Groups
FisherBroyles

Q: Why did you choose this  
profession? 
I enjoy being creative with technical 
rules. ERISA and tax rules are technical.  
I enjoy helping provide plain English 
explanations to C-suite executives to 
help them understand their fiduciary 
obligations.

Q: Who has been your most 
influential mentor in your career? 
That would be my mother, a 
cardiologist. Just recently deceased, 
she emigrated (legally) and by herself 
in the late 1950s from the Philippines 
and became the anchor for when our 
entire family eventually moved fully to 
the United States. She was a pioneer: 
a woman medical doctor, in a foreign 
country and in a field then still largely 
comprised of men.

VOLUNTARY
Adviser of the Year

Beverly  
Beattie 

Founder & CEO 
Selden Beattie

Q: Why did you choose this  
profession?  
Early on, it was very apparent to me 
that self-interest in our industry was 
widespread. Mid and large employers 
needed a champion who would both 
challenge the marketplace on their 
behalf as well as teach them what they 
didn't know. The opportunities to make 
a difference are abundant.

Q: Who has been your most 
influential mentor in your career? 
My mother. She was a German baroness 
who endured WWII, lost everything and 
moved to the U.S. in 1955. She had to 
face so many tragedies and losses. As 
a single mother and through hard work 
and discipline, she was able to make a 
real life for herself and for her children. 
She has always been my mentor 
and role model. I could never have 
accomplished what I've done without 
her setting the example for me to follow.

Q: What is your biggest work  
accomplishment? 
We had a long-tenured client who had 
a self-funded health plan. Through 
strong due diligence, we identified 
the insurance carrier who managed 
the claims payments had incorrectly 
deducted a quarter of a million dollars 
out of the client's bank account. We 
went to battle with this well-known 
insurance company for a refund. After a 
long fight, ultimately, we were victorious 
on our client's behalf and the money 
was refunded. The insurance company 
shared with us that this was the first 
time that a battle of this nature was 
won in favor of the employer. It was 
proud and satisfying moment for us.

Q: What is your biggest  
personal accomplishment? 
I founded Selden Beattie 23 years ago 
with a newborn in hand and for many 
years juggled motherhood with running 
a company and all that comes with 
both. It was no small feat, and today my 
two children, who are 20 and 24, tell me 
often that I am truly their role model. 
Actually their friends tell me that too.

Q: What makes you stand out as 
an adviser? 
I believe in being a champion to my 
clients by putting their needs and vision 
first. I work side-by-side with each client 
and deliver individualized employee 
benefits solutions to enhance their 
organization's value to their employees. 
I believe I stand out because not only 
do I remain present, as opposed to only 
popping up during renewals, but also 
my team and I are committed to driving 
outcomes. We put those outcomes in 
writing and stand behind them. 

Q: What is the best advice 
you’ve ever given? 
Both personally and professionally, 
listen to your inner voice always. It will 
never steer you wrong. 

Q: What advice would you give 
to a newcomer in the business? 
Be a consultant first. Listen to the 
voice of the customer, help them 
interpret their needs in a way that 
drives meaningful results. Take the time 
to educate your clients. One of the 
greatest compliments we often receive 
is: "We have never learned more about 
benefits than with you."

Q: What is the biggest trend ad-
visers need to prepare for in 2020?  
Enhanced benefits, such as volun-
tary and lifestyle, are becoming the 
tie-breaker for employees in whether 
they wish to remain with their current 
employer or accept an offer from an 
organization. 

Listen to the  
voice of the  
customer, help 
them interpret 
their needs in a 
way that drives 
meaningful results. 
Take the time to 
educate your  
clients.
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ADVISERS OF THE YEAR Q&A

RETIREMENT
Adviser of the Year

Jewell Lim 
Esposito 

Law Partner, Head of ERISA/Tax
 and Cannabis, Hemp, 

& CBD Practice Groups
FisherBroyles

Q: Why did you choose this 
profession? 
I enjoy being creative with technical 
rules. ERISA and tax rules are technical.  
I enjoy helping provide plain English 
explanations to C-suite executives to 
help them understand their fiduciary 
obligations.

Q: Who has been your most 
influential mentor in your career? 
That would be my mother, a 
cardiologist. Just recently deceased, 
she emigrated (legally) and by herself 
in the late 1950s from the Philippines 
and became the anchor for when our 
entire family eventually moved fully to 
the United States. She was a pioneer: 
a woman medical doctor, in a foreign 
country and in a field then still largely 
comprised of men.

Q: What is your biggest work 
accomplishment? 
Devising business solutions to company 
workplace benefits issues. 

Q: What is your biggest 
personal accomplishment?  
Not losing my mind when I was — at the 
same time — a single mother, raising 
energetic twin boys, and serving a 
national ERISA practice — all the while 
successfully teaching my boys to scuba 
dive, play Texas Hold ‘Em, and become 
decent young adults.

Q: What makes you stand 
out as an adviser? 
A willingness to dig deep, delve into the 
ERISA/tax rules to show how industries 
can access employee benefit solutions 
(in retirement, health and welfare 
space).  

Q: What is the best advice 
you’ve ever given? 
To listen to, consider, and weigh others' 
input and to read.

Q: What advice would you give 
to a newcomer in the business? 
Consider ERISA/tax as a focus — it's 
a great field. It expands your mind, 
but you must know how all the 
players (regulators, service providers, 
companies, consultants) all fit together 
and affect one another.

Q: What is the biggest trend ad-
visers need to prepare for in 2020? 
How to properly support cannabis 
companies in the retirement, health and 
welfare space — when the space stops 
becoming taboo and is viewed as just 
trendy.

Q: What are the key issues 
advisers should keep an eye on to 
be competitive?
If you are going into the cannabis 
industry to provide retirement plans, 
learn how the ERISA tax and money-
laundering rules all work together.
If you are in just the retirement plan 
space, give your client plan sponsors 
specific guidance about their own 
plans. While they need general/generic 
advice, they need specificity with 
respect to their own company plan and 
demographics.

Consider ERISA/
tax as a focus — 
it's a great field. 
It expands 
your mind, but you 
must know how 
all the players 
(regulators, 
service providers, 
companies, 
consultants) all 
fit together and 
affect one another.

Q: What makes you stand out as 
an adviser? 
I believe in being a champion to my 
clients by putting their needs and vision 
first. I work side-by-side with each client 
and deliver individualized employee 
benefits solutions to enhance their 
organization's value to their employees. 
I believe I stand out because not only 
do I remain present, as opposed to only 
popping up during renewals, but also 
my team and I are committed to driving 
outcomes. We put those outcomes in 
writing and stand behind them. 

Q: What is the best advice 
you’ve ever given? 
Both personally and professionally, 
listen to your inner voice always. It will 
never steer you wrong. 

Q: What advice would you give 
to a newcomer in the business? 
Be a consultant first. Listen to the 
voice of the customer, help them 
interpret their needs in a way that 
drives meaningful results. Take the time 
to educate your clients. One of the 
greatest compliments we often receive 
is: "We have never learned more about 
benefits than with you."

Q: What is the biggest trend ad-
visers need to prepare for in 2020?
Enhanced benefits, such as volun-
tary and lifestyle, are becoming the 
tie-breaker for employees in whether 
they wish to remain with their current 
employer or accept an offer from an 
organization. 
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Q: Why did you choose this 
profession? 
Right after I completed my master’s de-
gree, I was hired to work on a technology 
solution project targeted to a specific 
insurance product. The success of this 
product depended on its delivery through 
technology, the insurance carrier’s ability 
to write policies with manageable risk, 
and provide cost benefits to employers 
and employees. It was a success and 
enabled us to introduce early genera-
tion laptop pen devices and distributed 
an application that issued a policy in 
less than 24 hours. It was this particu-
lar product that sparked my interest in 
employee benefits. I felt I could make a 
difference by leveraging my technology 
and math background to uncover more 
solutions that are valuable and beneficial 
to employers and employees. 

Q: Who has been your most 
influential mentor in your career? 
John Steinhauser was the chief actuary 
at my company. He is now retired, but 
was also a mathematician and physicist. 
I learned a great deal of quantitative, 
analytical and operational algorithms 
from him. I still use them today in ben-
efits technology to achieve the optimal 
point for clients and their employees. 

Q: What is your biggest work 
accomplishment? 
I created a brand-new platform for the 
delivery of voluntary benefits in the 
middle market, to ensure that all mar-
kets can have access to modern and 
efficient applications. While leveraging 
ABC's (now Alliant Employee Benefits) 
existing platform for the large market, 
this new design required substantial de-
velopment to ensure functionality that 
is critical for firms with fewer employees, 
but no fewer needs. 

Q: What is your biggest 
personal accomplishment? 
One of the most recent ones is taking 
time to become professionally trained in 
sound engineering, an interest of mine 
since childhood. The training allowed
me to adjust and tweak my 3,800 Watt 
system on my own without professional 
assistance.

Q: What makes you stand out as 
an adviser? 
My focus has always been on develop-
ing benefits technologies that contrib-
ute significantly to operational and 
marketing efficiencies. This is the case 
even when it means re-architecting a 
system to deliver a better experience for 
employees that isn't defined by carrier 
or cost structure.

Q: What is the best advice 
you’ve ever received? 
Look at why you want a break from 
work. If you were doing something that 
you truly care about, would you want a 
break?

Q: What is the biggest trend ad-
visers need to prepare for in 2020?
Next generation of personalized mobile 
apps for benefits enrollment and en-
gagement, leveraging decision support-
ive tools and AI solutions. 

Q: What is the biggest chal-
lenge you anticipate benefit advis-
ers will face in the next five years? 
Artificial Intelligence. After the internet, 
AI is the most disruptive innovation. It 
will interact with just about every aspect 
of the employee benefits world. 

Q: What are the key issues ad-
visers should keep an eye on to be 
competitive?
Focus on employee wellbeing, benefits 
monetization and employee productivity, 
cost vs value driven offering and tech-
nology tools to keep the employer and 
employee informative and engaged.

TECHNOLOGY
Adviser of the Year

Jay 
Koppisety

Chief Digital & Information Officer
Employee American Benefits 

Consulting

After the internet, 
AI is the most 
disruptive 
innovation. It will 
interact with just 
about every aspect 
of the employee 
benefits world.

Q: Why did you choose this 
profession?  
I was fortunate enough to grow up in 
Israel alongside my dearest uncle who 
owned an agency for as long as I can 
remember. Owning my own agency 
one day was a dream that I was able 
to achieve myself. In addition, I have 
always been interested in sharing my 
love, support and making a difference 
with the people around me, which I am 
gladly able to do with a greater impact 
everyday as an agency owner.

Q: Who has been your most 
influential mentor in your career? 
Over 20 years ago, I learned how to 
meditate through Deepak Chopra's 
primordial sound meditation program. I 
had the pleasure of meeting him in per-
son for the first time in 2013 and asked 
him if he would support my mission of 
implementing yoga and meditation into 
our U.S. healthcare benefits. Deepak 

WELLNESS
Adviser of the Year

Naama O. 
Pozniak 

CEO 
Paz Holding
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Q: What makes you stand out as 
an adviser? 
My focus has always been on develop-
ing benefits technologies that contrib-
ute significantly to operational and 
marketing efficiencies. This is the case 
even when it means re-architecting a 
system to deliver a better experience for 
employees that isn't defined by carrier 
or cost structure.

Q: What is the best advice 
you’ve ever received? 
Look at why you want a break from 
work. If you were doing something that 
you truly care about, would you want a 
break?

Q: What is the biggest trend ad-
visers need to prepare for in 2020?
Next generation of personalized mobile 
apps for benefits enrollment and en-
gagement, leveraging decision support-
ive tools and AI solutions. 

Q: What is the biggest chal-
lenge you anticipate benefit advis-
ers will face in the next five years? 
Artificial Intelligence. After the internet, 
AI is the most disruptive innovation. It 
will interact with just about every aspect 
of the employee benefits world. 

Q: What are the key issues ad-
visers should keep an eye on to be 
competitive?
Focus on employee wellbeing, benefits 
monetization and employee productivity, 
cost vs value driven offering and tech-
nology tools to keep the employer and 
employee informative and engaged.

Q: Why did you choose this 
profession?  
I was fortunate enough to grow up in 
Israel alongside my dearest uncle who 
owned an agency for as long as I can 
remember. Owning my own agency 
one day was a dream that I was able 
to achieve myself. In addition, I have 
always been interested in sharing my 
love, support and making a difference 
with the people around me, which I am 
gladly able to do with a greater impact 
everyday as an agency owner.

Q: Who has been your most 
influential mentor in your career? 
Over 20 years ago, I learned how to 
meditate through Deepak Chopra's 
primordial sound meditation program. I 
had the pleasure of meeting him in per-
son for the first time in 2013 and asked 
him if he would support my mission of 
implementing yoga and meditation into 
our U.S. healthcare benefits. Deepak 

has been an influential mentor in my 
career and in the way I deliver benefits 
for as long as I can remember. He has 
a unique way of explaining how we 
can consciously reinvent our body and 
restore health. 

Q: What is your biggest work 
accomplishment?
Connecting the seeds between Eastern 
medicine (yoga and meditation) and 
merging it with Western medicine. 

Q: What is your biggest person-
al accomplishment?
If you asked me to speak in front of a 
crowd 10 years ago I would have said 
'no way'. Today, I am proud to say that 
I became a national speaker in order to 
educate and share my passion to lower 
the cost of healthcare. My goal is to add 
the benefits of yoga and meditation to 
our healthcare system. 

Q: What makes you stand out as 
an adviser?
Benefits are powerful instruments that 
can save or cost an organization. My 

passion to reduce healthcare costs and 
to share love among mankind has made 
me stand out as an adviser over the 
years. I strongly feel that the two con-
tinuing education classes that I wrote 
called "Reducing Healthcare Cost with 
Yoga & Meditation" and "Meditation as 
a New Way for Wellness" have allowed 
me to make a difference in the world of 
healthcare. 

Q: What advice would you give 
to a newcomer in the business?
Concentrate on the data and the dis-
ruption of the current market in order to 
learn the ins and outs so they can even-
tually be a leader of change. Also, they 
should have impactful conversations 
with leaders, providers of service, and 
innovators in order to hold high visions 
and accountability in a market that is 
always evolving.

Q: What is the biggest trend ad-
visers need to prepare for in 2020? 
I believe that advisers need to address 
the waste in healthcare in order to allow 
employers to learn about the real options 
that can reduce their bottom line. Addi-
tionally, advisers need to help create in-
centive programs that will allow building 
bridges between the providers of services 
and consumers. Another way is by reach-
ing out on a spiritual level and allowing 
the mind to heal our body. Teach people 
to love themselves in order to love others. 
Follow solutions that will allow us to put 
patient medical needs first. Lastly, allow 
employees to get access to the right care 
at the right time and eliminate defen-
sive medicine as much as possible. It is 
important to remind people how simple 
it is to be happy and live a fulfilled life full 
of love. EBA

WELLNESS
Adviser of the Year

Naama O. 
Pozniak 

CEO 
Paz Holding

Adviser of the Year

Benefits are 
powerful 
instruments that 
can save or cost an 
organization. My 
passion to reduce 
healthcare costs 
and to share love 
among mankind has 
made me stand out.
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By Evelina Nedlund

Every avid reader knows that every 
book is not for every reader. But it 
sometimes helps to have suggestions 
from people whose interests and back-
grounds are similar to our own. To help 
you narrow your search for your next 
engrossing read, we’ve compiled a list 
of some industry insiders’ favorite reads. 

Did we miss one of your favorite 
books? Do you have a recommendation 
for our editors to check out? Email us 
or let us know on social media with this 
tag: @EBAadvisernews.

1 “Unaccountable,”  
by Dr. Marty Makary  
Recommended by David Contorno, 

founder and CEO, benefit consulting firm 
E Powered Benefits

Contorno says, “If you ever wondered 
why our healthcare and health sys-
tems continue to decline in quality and 

increase in cost, this will tell you part of 
the tale. Our perception of our health-
care system is much different than the 
reality. This book will help you under-
stand why.”

2 “How to Stop Worrying 
and Start Living,” by Dale 
Carnegie 

Recommended by Steven Rogelberg, 
author and professor of management, the 
University of North Carolina at Charlotte

Rogelberg says, “I find this to be 
an excellent treatment of stress and 
coping. The examples are highly dated 
(although kinda fun to read from a 
historical perspective), but the advice is 
rock solid and highly actionable.    

“I have recommended this book to 
many, to friends and clients. No one 
has been disappointed.”

Recommended by Keith Falk, regional 
managing director of HR consulting, 
OneDigital Southern California

Falk says of “Work Rules!”: “He was the 
senior vice president of Google people 
operations and is regarded as the 
brightest mind in HR. He has a new HR 
artificial intelligence company too.”

Falk says of “The Culture Code”: “It’s 
incredible. It features great groups that 
are really tight and why they are so close-
knit. [For example], Navy Seals and the 
New Zealand All Blacks [rugby team].”

6 “Measure What Matters,”  
by John Doerr  
Recommended by Misty Guinn, 

director of benefits and wellness, Benefitfocus

must read books benefits 
pros can’t put down

3 “Everybody Matters: The 
Extraordinary Power of 
Caring for Your People Like 

Family,” by Bob Chapman

Recommended by Tal Gilbert, CEO, wellness 
program provider Vitality Group USA

Gilbert says, “If more employers em-
braced Bob Chapman’s mission to truly 
care about their people, organizations 
would benefit from improved happiness 
and well-being of their employees.”

4 “Dying for a Paycheck: 
How Modern Management 
Harms Employee Health 

and Company Performance and 
What We Can Do About It,” by 
Jeffrey Pfeffer 
Recommended by Carrie Bartlett, senior 
client executive, OneDigital Health and 
Benefits

Bartlett says, “Are your employees work-
ing long hours? Juggling family obliga-
tions? Stressed about their finances? 
Overweight and not exercising? “Dying 
for a Paycheck” addresses that the 
relationship between employees and 
organizations is terribly broken. 

“Written for any business leader, it 
provides clear evidence that employers 
using schemes to maximize a company’s 
profits, such as low wages, long hours 
and minimal healthcare benefits, are 
ineffective. Pfeffer argues that imple-
menting reforms to provide a healthier 
working environment for employees will 
benefit the company by increasing en-
gagement, reducing turnover, increasing 
job productivity. 

“This is a necessary read if you have 
implemented, or have considered imple-
menting, a worksite wellness program.”

5 “Work Rules!: Insights from 
Inside Google That Will 
Transform How You Live and 

Lead,” by Laszlo Bock, and “The 
Culture Code,” by Daniel Coyle  

7 Evelina Nedlund is a reporter at Employee Benefit Adviser. Follow her on Twitter @EvelinaNedlund. 
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Recommended by Keith Falk, regional 
managing director of HR consulting, 
OneDigital Southern California

Falk says of “Work Rules!”: “He was the 
senior vice president of Google people 
operations and is regarded as the 
brightest mind in HR. He has a new HR 
artificial intelligence company too.”

Falk says of “The Culture Code”: “It’s 
incredible. It features great groups that 
are really tight and why they are so close-
knit. [For example], Navy Seals and the 
New Zealand All Blacks [rugby team].”

6 “Measure What Matters,”  
by John Doerr  
Recommended by Misty Guinn, 

director of benefits and wellness, Benefitfocus

Guinn says, “This is my go-to book this 
summer. My favorite quote from it is, 
‘Ideas are easy. Execution is everything.’ 
Doerr’s methodology of setting objec-
tives and key results, which the book 
calls ‘OKRs,’ brings my strategies to life.

      “At Benefitfocus, I’ve used this 
framework on my quest to design a 
culture and environment that allows our 
associates’ total well-being to flourish 
with different programs, products and 
policies. I can set OKRs based on our 
organization’s shared vision to achieve 
this goal and contribute to Benefitfocus’ 
overall success. 

“The book helps you tell the story of why 
and how in order to achieve success, 

which makes it a must read for all ben-
efits professionals.”

7 “Artificial Intelligence for 
HR: Use AI to Support 
and Develop a Successful 

Workforce,” by Ben Eubanks  
Recommended by Ira Wolfe, president, 
Success Performance Solutions and TEDx 
speaker and author

Wolfe says, “I picked up a copy of “Arti-
ficial Intelligence for HR” in advance of 
my presentation “Keeping the Human 
in HR” at the SHRM conference. Before I 
got home, half the book was highlighted 
and pages dog-eared. ... This is a must 
read for every HR professional and busi-
ness executive.” EBA

3 “Everybody Matters: The 
Extraordinary Power of 
Caring for Your People Like 

Family,” by Bob Chapman

Recommended by Tal Gilbert, CEO, wellness 
program provider Vitality Group USA

Gilbert says, “If more employers em-
braced Bob Chapman’s mission to truly 
care about their people, organizations 
would benefit from improved happiness 
and well-being of their employees.”

4 “Dying for a Paycheck: 
How Modern Management 
Harms Employee Health 

and Company Performance and 
What We Can Do About It,” by 
Jeffrey Pfeffer 
Recommended by Carrie Bartlett, senior 
client executive, OneDigital Health and 
Benefits

Bartlett says, “Are your employees work-
ing long hours? Juggling family obliga-
tions? Stressed about their finances? 
Overweight and not exercising? “Dying 
for a Paycheck” addresses that the 
relationship between employees and 
organizations is terribly broken. 

“Written for any business leader, it 
provides clear evidence that employers 
using schemes to maximize a company’s 
profits, such as low wages, long hours 
and minimal healthcare benefits, are 
ineffective. Pfeffer argues that imple-
menting reforms to provide a healthier 
working environment for employees will 
benefit the company by increasing en-
gagement, reducing turnover, increasing 
job productivity. 

“This is a necessary read if you have 
implemented, or have considered imple-
menting, a worksite wellness program.”

5 “Work Rules!: Insights from 
Inside Google That Will 
Transform How You Live and 

Lead,” by Laszlo Bock, and “The 
Culture Code,” by Daniel Coyle  

Evelina Nedlund is a reporter at Employee Benefit Adviser. Follow her on Twitter @EvelinaNedlund. 

Nationwide, the Nationwide N and Eagle, and Nationwide is on your side are service marks of Nationwide Mutual 
Insurance Company. ©2018 Nationwide. 18GRP5592

Why o� er Nationwide pet insurance?
•  It’s one of the fastest-growing and most-used voluntary benefi ts
•  Increases the value of your overall portfolio o� erings
•  Enhances clients’ benefi ts packages without adding any cost
•  Helps clients increase employee attraction, engagement and retention

800-874-0704  •  petinsurance.com/eba

Add value to your 
portfolio—without 
adding costs

VOLUNTARY BENEFIT

5592 Employee Benefit Advisor Sept Ad_FINAL.indd   1 8/8/18   4:06 PM

029_EBA0919   29 8/22/2019   5:14:38 PM



30   Employee Benefit Adviser   September 2019

Re:Invent | Retirement

DOL gives nod to retirement 
savings auto portability

By Caroline Hroncich

The move is expected to prevent fund leakage through 
opt-out rollovers when workers leave a job, experts say.

The Department of Labor has issued 
a final prohibited transaction exemption 
for Retirement Clearinghouse’s auto-
portability program, a move which may 
decrease the likelihood employees cash 
out their retirement plans when they 
switch jobs.

DOL posted the exemption in August 
in response to a request for relief from 
the clearinghouse, a financial technol-
ogy services company that works with 
plan sponsors and service providers. 
Auto-portability — or the automated 
movement of employee’s money from 
a former employer’s retirement plan to 
their account at a new company — has 
been touted as a way to minimize the 

leakage of retirement savings, experts 
say.

“The cashout leakage problem is se-
vere and requires action,” says Spencer 
Williams, CEO of Retirement Clearing-
house.

About 22% of all defined contribu-
tion plan participants change jobs each 
year. Of that number, 31% will cash out 
their retirement savings completely, 
Williams says. Research has found that 
about two-thirds of those employees 
cash out for reasons other than a finan-
cial emergency.

Proponents of auto-portability say it 
can help plan sponsors maintain their 
fiduciary responsibility to participants 

— by improving outcomes, financial 
wellness and mitigating cybersecurity 
risks, while simultaneously lowering 
expenses. It also may create room for 
retirement plan auto enrollment down 
the road, Williams says.

“Plan sponsors in specific segments 
of the economy with high labor turn-
over, [for example] retail, will benefit 
even more,” Williams says. “By ad-
dressing their chronic small account 
problem, auto portability will pave the 
way for these industries to adopt auto 
enrollment, which has been clearly 
demonstrated to increase overall plan 
participation, but particularly amongst 
minorities.”

DOL’s exemption allows Retirement 
Clearinghouse to receive “certain fees in 
connection with the transfer under the 
RCH Program, of an individual’s default 
IRA or eligible mandatory distribution 
account assets to the individual’s new 
plan account” without the employee’s 
consent. Workers, however, can choose 
to opt out of the program.

One opponent of the exemption 
argued that funds should only be rolled 
out of an employee’s retirement account 
at their discretion. If the new plan has 
higher fees, or does not accept Roth 
contributions, it may not be in the 
employees best interest, the commenter 
wrote in the draft guidance.

Regardless, Jan Jacobson, senior 
counsel for retirement policy at the 
American Benefits Council says the 
move would be positive for both em-
ployers and employees.

“We believe this is an excellent first 
step in helping ensure that retirement 
plan assets follow the terminating 
employee to their new employer and/
or reunite lost benefits with the partici-
pant,” she says. EBA
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Caroline Hroncich is a senior editor of Employee Benefit Adviser. Follow her on Twitter at @chroncich1.
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Technology

Healthcare tech firms team up 
for new RBP tool

By Amanda Schiavo

A new option may help employers find providers 
that may accept predetermined reimbursements.

Zelis Healthcare, a healthcare technol-
ogy company, and Amino, a healthcare 
and financial wellness platform, have 
teamed up to launch RBP Guidance, a 
tool which enables employers to more 
easily understand and evaluate refer-
ence-based pricing health benefit plans.

Reference-based pricing refers to 
pricing outside what is set by traditional 
insurance carriers. Provider reimburse-
ment is based on a percentage of what 
Medicare would typically pay the pro-
vider, which often ranges from 120% to 
170% of Medicare reimbursement.

“Reference-based pricing plans can 
sometimes be a mixed bag, which is 
why a solution like RBP Guidance is so 

essential,” says David Vivero, co-founder 
and CEO of Amino. “The plans can 
be complex to navigate, the burden 
of which has largely been left on the 
member.”

Setting predetermined maximum 
reimbursement amounts for healthcare 
services is growing in popularity as 
employers continue to look for ways to 
manage health care costs.

RBP Guidance finds providers who 
are likely to accept reference-based 
pricing reimbursements and are well-
qualified based on consumer-input 
search terms. 

The tool also utilizes Amino’s Smart 
Match technology, which automatically 

surfaces the best ranking providers, to 
highlight providers’ educational experi-
ence, patient reviews and facilities with 
high safety grades. The first employers 
implementing RBP Guidance began in 
mid-August.

Reference-based pricing puts more 
control in the hands of employers, says 
Danielle Schweiger, a benefits adviser 
with Gregory & Appel Insurance. But, 
there are some drawbacks. 

Unless a direct contracting ar-
rangement has already been agreed 
upon with a provider, Schweiger says, 
reference-based pricing can be viewed 
as an aggressive approach.

“This then can trickle down into 
the member experience in the form of 
balance billing the patient, wrestling 
between the provider/facility and third 
party reference-based pricing vendor, 
credit impairments, and so on,” Schwei-
ger says.

However, there are more member-
friendly reference-based pricing solu-
tions making their way into the market, 
which will still yield savings for the em-
ployer and protect the employee from 
balance billing and other negatives.

“I think in terms of advising an em-
ployer as to whether or not reference-
based pricing is right for them depends 
on the employer’s appetite for risk, their 
resources to support the strategy in-
ternally and of course their geographic 
market,” Schweiger says. “I don’t think a 
blanket yes or no response in regards to 
reference-based pricing can be applied 
across the board.” EBA
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Amanda Schiavo is an associate editor of Employee Benefit Adviser. Follow her on Twitter at @SchiavoAmanda.

“I don’t think a blanket yes or no 
response in regards to reference-
based pricing can be applied 
across the board.”
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Voluntary

Student loan repayment 
benefits are ‘blowing up’

By Caroline Hroncich

Advisers should focus on bringing new holistic financial 
wellness offerings to clients.

Advisers looking to sell voluntary 
benefits to their clients may want to 
consider products that help workers 
curb financial stress.

Voluntary perks are attractive assets 
employers are looking to add to their 
packages, including student loan repay-
ment benefits, which is a booming vol-
untary options, said Katie Ott, director 
of worksite practice with M3 Insurance.

“That market is blowing up,” she said, 
speaking recently at Employee Benefit 
Adviser’s Workplace Benefits Mania 
conference in Las Vegas. “Student loan 
repayment is a burgeoning trend.”

Indeed, the number of employers 
offering student loan repayment has 

nearly doubled in the past year, ac-
cording to recent data from the Society 
for Human Resource Management. 
Employers including Travelers Insurance, 
Wayfair and New Balance, all offer the 
benefit to workers. PwC, one of the early 
adopters of the benefit has paid nearly 
$26 million toward worker student debt 
since launching its program in 2016.

The focus on student loan repayment 
is just one way employers are shifting 
toward offering more holistic financial 
wellness benefits, said Heather Garbers, 
vice president of voluntary benefits 
and technology at HUB International 
Insurance Services. In the past, there 
was a spotlight on healthcare, but now 

employers are paying attention to other 
aspects of worker wellness including 
financial health.

“Now we’re finding part of making 
sure employees are healthy is mak-
ing sure they are healthy as a whole 
person,” she said. “[There is a] unique 
opportunity in voluntary benefits to be 
more strategic about our offerings.”

Newer benefits also mean new 
administration systems. Advisers need 
to be conscious to meet clients where 
they are when implementing benefits 
technology, Ott said. If workers are used 
to doing in-person consultations ahead 
of open enrollment, they may not be so 
keen on immediately moving to online 
self-service options.

“It’s beholden upon us as advisers 
and consultants to get them a strategy 
where they need and want to be,” she 
said. “It has to be gradual, you can’t rip 
that Band-Aid off.”

Meanwhile, data shows that employ-
ers may need more up-to-date technol-
ogy. Roughly 70% of employers feel 
their HR systems were not a fit for the 
modern workforce and only 9% say 
their company’s HR technology met 
expectations, recent survey data finds.

Advisers need to be thoughtful about 
the type of tech tools they bring to cli-
ents, and how these tools may be used 
by multiple generations of workers, Ott 
said. EBA
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Caroline Hroncich is a senior editor of Employee Benefit Adviser. Follow her on Twitter at @chroncich1.

“It’s beholden upon us as advisers 
and consultants to get them a 
strategy where they need and 
want to be,” said Heather Garbers, 
vice president of voluntary 
benefits and technology at HUB 
International Insurance Services. 
“It has to be gradual, you can’t rip 
that Band-Aid off.”
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Student loan help emerges 
as top benefit option

By Stewart Bowling

With student loan debt at $1.52 trillion, loan assistance ranks 
highest on the list of benefits employers plan to start providing.

Student loan programs are the No. 1 new 
benefit that companies are planning to start 
providing to their employees during their 
open enrollment period this year, according 
to Employee Benefit Adviser’s Open Enrollment 
Readiness Benchmark.

The benchmark, now a quarterly feature, 
surveys employers on critical elements of 
open enrollment (plan design, prep, manage-
ment and analysis), with the ultimate goal of 
enabling benefit advisers to help employer 
clients better manage the benefits process 
during open enrollment and beyond.

With U.S. student loan debt reaching $1.52 
trillion as of June 2018, according to Forbes, 
it‘s not surprising that student loan assis-
tance ranked highest in the list of benefits 
that employers plan to start providing. 

“College tuition is a growing issue of stress 
for many employees and their dependents,” 
one employer says. “We are looking for re-
alistic ways to assist those of our employees 
with student loans and to help our recruiting 
and retention efforts.”

Advisers have taken note of this change. 
“Student loan programs are trending right 
now, but they still rank the lowest among 
the benefits companies currently provide, 
because they are a newer benefit,” says 
Allison Wendelberger, national sales direc-
tor at Voluntary Benefit Advisors. “Advisers 
should be going to their clients and saying, 
‘Hey, a lot of companies are starting to offer 
student loan assistance, and I think it would 
be a wise thing for you to look at this.’ It’ll be 
interesting to see where it ranks five years 

from now.”
Health, fitness and wellness 

incentive programs rank sec-
ond to student loan assistance 
as the most popular new ben-
efit. The popularity of these 
programs can be seen by the 
fact that 65% of employers 
already provide them, with one 
quarter planning to update 
their offering this year.

“There are so many things 
going on in the wellness space 
right now,it’s pretty amazing, 
and it keeps evolving,” Wen-
delberger says.

Companies are keen to 
help their employees manage 
the cost of their benefits. The 
biggest challenge to employ-
ers finalizing health, voluntary, 
pharmacy and wellness plans 
during the first quarter is cost 
containment.

Flexible spending accounts 
are the most popular among 
the various benefit cost man-
agement strategies offered 
by survey respondents. About 
75% have already implement-
ed flexible spending accounts, 
with an additional 2% plan-
ning to implement them for 
the first time this year. Offering 
telemedicine benefits and high 
deductible health plans are a 
joint second (69%).

A growing interest in 
telemedicine benefits is 
noticeable. Indeed, 8% of 
respondents plan to introduce 
them for the first time this 
year, which will bring them on 
a par with flexible spending 
accounts.

Benefit advisers can help  
employers by educating them 

New benefits employers say they
are offering for open enrollment 
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to make sure that employees fully under-
stand the benefits of the new offerings. 
This can increase usage and, in the case 
of a benefit like telemedicine, potentially 
decrease employer costs over time.

Software plays an important part 
in the open enrollment process and 
advisers should note that its use is 
set to increase across the board. HR 
administration software is most com-
monly used, with 64% of respondents 
already taking advantage of its ability 
to facilitate core HR systems of record 
and employee self-service, and 7% 
are planning to use it for the upcom-
ing open enrollment period for the first 
time. Employee benefits admin soft-
ware at 58% and integrating software 
solutions at 56% are also  well utilized. 
An additional 7% and 6% of employ-

ers respectively plan to use them for 
the first time this year. Advisers can 
help overworked HR departments by 
researching best-of-breed software 
solutions that can meet the company’s 
needs, keeping in mind that those 
needs may change as companies grow.

By the numbers
In terms of overall open enrollment 
readiness scores (as of Q1 2019), employ-
ers with a Q1 benefit start date are in 
good shape with a composite score of 
44. In particular, for the benefit plan 
design phase, the composite score of 65 
indicates an expected level of readiness 
for this phase for this time of the year.

Individually, high scores were noted 
for selecting retirement plans (76) and 
selecting benefit brokers/advisers (74 ).

One area of concern, however, is in 
selecting voluntary plans, with a score 
of 59. Employers are falling behind for 
a number of reasons. One employer 
notes, “We’re still evaluating new options 
we haven’t considered before.” Another 
says, “We’re determining interest and 
the difference between what people say 
they want and what they are willing to 
pay for.”

While the numbers for preparation 
(35), management (26) and program 
analysis (48) appear some way from 
completion, Wendelberger sees no 
cause for alarm. 

“Like anything in life, you have a bell 
curve,” she says. “A fair share of employ-
ers are really way ahead of the curve, 
while at the other extreme some are go-
ing to be rushed at the last minute.” EBA

OERB

Stewart Bowling is SourceMedia’s custom and branded content editor.

As part of the 
Open Enrollment 
Readiness 
Benchmark’s 
quarterly report, 
an industry adviser 
answers an employer 
question. Allison 
Wendelberger, 
national sales 
director at Voluntary 

Benefit Advisors, responds to this quarter’s 
featured question. 
 
Q: What should brokers consider doing 
to help employers falling behind with 
open enrollment readiness?
A: To help their clients be more proactive 
and less likely to fall behind in their 
overall preparations for open enrollment, 
brokers can look closely at the employer’s 

HR department and, if it doesn’t have 
sufficient in-house resources, remember 
that there are other resources out in the 
market that can help.

HR staff don’t have to take everything 
on themselves. Brokers may also assume 
they have to do everything for their 
clients, but in my opinion, they can 
bring in outside resources to help. If they 
see that the employer is overburdened 
or doesn’t have the staff to manage 
things effectively, why not bring in some 
specialists? That is certainly something 
that I think advisers should consider.

The services that a specialist can 
provide run the gamut of open enrollment 
activities, including enrollment planning 
services for core and voluntary benefits. 
New hire benefits onboarding throughout 
the year can be also delegated, with 
specific procedures created for benefit 

education and enrollment.
Technology is another key area where 

outside assistance can be vital in helping 
to select or build a platform for open 
enrollment. 

Project management services can be 
leveraged to help develop an effective 
open enrollment strategy, map out 
timelines and coordinate with carriers. 

Communications, benefit counseling, 
reconciliation and claims assistance are 
also further examples of services that 
can be outsourced to help overwhelmed 
HR staff.

It’s worth keeping in mind that outside 
help, whether it’s technology or human 
capital, does cost hard dollars, but there 
may be no cost to the client or broker. 
Depending on how commissions or 
revenue are shared, it’s possible to get 
outside resources at close to no cost. EBA 

Allison Wendelberger
Voluntary Benefit 

Advisors

Easing the burden of overstretched HR departments 
As employers struggle to keep up, a flexible approach to open enrollment can help.  

ASK THE 
ADVISER

Sponsored by:
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Give your plan sponsor clients and their employees 
the confidence of guaranteed monthly income for life. 
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