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Employers are satisfied overall with the 
effectiveness of their open enrollment 
communication strategies, but there are still 

obstacles to be overcome, particularly during the 
preparation phase, according to Employee Benefit 
Adviser’s Open Enrollment Readiness Benchmark 
(OERB) survey, sponsored by ADP. In addition 
to assessing employers’ level of readiness, the 
quarterly OERB survey asks employers about key 
issues they face during open enrollment (plan 
design, prep, management and analysis) to help 
benefit advisers understand how they can better 
assist their employer clients with managing the 
open enrollment benefits process.

Communications are effective, but still pose challenges 
during open enrollment preparation phase
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Perhaps the biggest concern for companies 
is ensuring that they are communicating with 
their employees in the most effective way during 
the open enrollment prep phase. “The challenge 
for us is to determine the best method for 
communicating,” says one employer. “And how best 
to reach our entire employee base.” Not surprisingly 
in today’s digital world, the most popular 
communication channel by far is email (see Figure 
1). 89% of employers use email to communicate 
with their employees, while 66% use an online 
portal. The personal touch is still valued, however, 
with in-person group sessions (60%) and in-person 
one-on-ones (48%) also registering high scores.

Employers consider their methods to be working 
– more than 97% believe their communication 
strategies are somewhat, very or extremely 
effective (see Figure 2). Some of the reasons 
HR professionals cite for this success include: 
keeping things simple; clear communications 
and transparency with costs; early and frequent 
communication; and being available in person to 
discuss employee concerns.

The results of these communication efforts 
can be seen in the level of understanding among 
their employees. On a scale of 1 to 10 from “no 
understanding” to a “high level of understanding,” 
the vast majority of employees scored 6 or 

Source: SourceMedia Research/Employee Benefit News, September 2019

FIGURE 1. COMMUNICATION METHODS USED/PLANNING TO USE FOR OPEN ENROLLMENT
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higher (see Figure 3). Clearly, communication 
is a vital component of open enrollment and an 
area where brokers can add significant value by 
helping employers get key benefits information into 
employees’ hands.

Understandably, employers are sticking 
with what’s been tried and tested, and for the 
most part are making few changes to their 
communication methods (see Figure 1). Note, 
however, the use of text messaging and mobile 
applications is set to nearly double in the 
upcoming enrollment period.

But improvements can always be made. 
During the open enrollment preparation phase 
in particular, there are many challenges. This is 
reflected in the low readiness score of 22 (as of 
Q2 2019) for planning/designing communications 
for employers with a Q1 2020 benefit start date 
(see Figure 4). 

Respondents to the survey articulate the issues 
and certain patterns clearly emerge. “Explaining a 
lot of detailed information knowing there is a very 
short attention span for employees,” is one common 
theme. “Making sure communications are clear 
enough to understand,” is another. Other major 
challenges include “Reaching employees who don’t 
have email access” and “Waiting for renewals/final 
plan designs/final board approval in order to finalize 
communications.” Brokers should plan to address 
these issues in working with their clients.

Respondents also offer insights on what would 
be beneficial to their employees to help them 
prepare for open enrollment. “A Benefits 101 
would likely be helpful – basics of terms and 
designs and how they impact the cost of the 
plans,” suggests one employer. Other common 
themes include: benefits education throughout 
the year, not just during open enrollment; 
detailed open enrollment meetings explaining all 
benefits; communication of plan changes; and 
getting the employees to look at the information 
rather than assume they know it. Brokers 
have an opportunity to show their value by 
helping their clients provide the education their 
employees need. 

BY THE NUMBERS
Overall, open enrollment readiness scores (as of Q2 
2019) for employers with a Q1 benefit start date 
have a composite score of 51 (see Figure 4). As the 
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FIGURE 2. EFFECTIVENESS OF COMMUNICATIONS STRATEGY MOST RECENTLY DEPLOYED

Source: SourceMedia Research/Employee Benefit News, September 2019
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FIGURE 3. LEVEL OF EMPLOYEE UNDERSTANDING OF BENEFITS OFFERED

Source: SourceMedia Research/Employee Benefit News, September 2019
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focus shifts toward open enrollment preparation, 
this phase’s composite score of 47 reflects a 
satisfactory state of readiness for this time of 
the year. On an individual level for this phase, 
a high score for enrollment timing (71) is very 
encouraging, with solid scores for setting goals (51) 
and reviewing compliance/eligibility issues (48).

However, a low score of only 22 for planning/
designing employee communications should cause 
concern. One employer explains, “All the benefit 
plans have not been finalized yet. We’re waiting 
on that part before we craft our communication 
strategy,” while another notes the need to 
“determine the best method for communicating 
and how to reach our entire employee base.” A 
common reason for delay is “creating materials that 

are detailed but concise enough so that employees 
will read them.” In short, the challenge, as one 
employer says is “making it fresh and engaging.”

The phase scores for benefit plan design (69), 
management (30) and program analysis (57) 
point to the process moving forward and being 
comfortably on track. As Steve Rosenthal, CEO & 
President, Triton Benefits & HR Solutions, observes, 
“If we can get ID cards in employee hands around 
the end of year holidays, we’ve done a good job.”

To arrive at these scores, the OERB tracks  
20 open enrollment activities and asks employers 
to submit self-assessments of the progress 
they have made in each. Responses range from 
no progress, which equates to a score of 0, to 
completed, which equates to a score of 100. 
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Source - SourceMedia Research/Employee Benefit News, September 2019.

FIGURE 4. EMPLOYERS WITH BENEFITS STARTING IN Q1 2020
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Working with companies as renewal approaches 
With employers reluctant to push ahead, it’s important to start the conversation early  

As part of the Open 
Enrollment Readiness 
Benchmark’s quarterly 
survey report, an industry 
adviser answers a specific 
employer question. 
Steve Rosenthal, CEO & 
President, Triton Benefits 
& HR Solutions, responds 
to this quarter’s featured 
question.   

 
Q: With renewal typically only 90 days away 
from a company’s benefits start date, how can 
brokers better assist employers before and 
after this critical moment?

A: For companies that have a Jan. 1, 2020 
renewal, carriers are typically not sending that 
out until Oct. 1. So, it’s hard to make a decision 
if you don’t know what your renewal looks like. 
If you expect a flat renewal of around 2% to 4%, 

you build it into your budget for next year and 
think, “if my broker can get it reduced one or two 
points, terrific. If not, we’ll live with it.” But if it 
comes in around 12% to 13%, now you have to go 
shopping.

But brokers can use the time before and during 
the renewal process to go over strategy, offering 
support such as reviewing data benchmarks or 
spearheading an employee survey.  For example, 
suppose an employer currently offers four benefits 
plans to employees, and the data tells us they 
should only have two plans. You want to start that 
dialogue in advance of the renewal offer as much 
as possible so that when the numbers are available 
at least all the action items have been discussed.

In terms of costs to employers, payroll and 
benefits are number two, so they really need 
to be thinking about the process sooner rather 
than later, and brokers really need to be initiating 
the conversation in advance of renewal time. To 
help get their clients moving, brokers can use 

something like Microsoft Project or Basecamp to 
chart their course. This starts with getting as much 
data as possible and then working backward. 

For an end date, you want to make sure that the 
employer’s benefits carrier has everything in hand 
by the last week of December. And typically, you 
want to have a solid three to four weeks for the 
employee open enrollment process. So, working 
backwards, build out a schedule and indicate 
who’s responsible for what, so that everyone 
knows what the deliverables and dates are. 

You also need to consider making an investment 
to have benefit admin staff that can address the 
technology side. Brokers add a lot of value when 
they understand the open enrollment system and 
can go in and make the changes themselves. 
The bottom line: No one’s going to know and 
understand the benefits plan better than the broker. 
So, if you’re going to be the broker, make the 
investment in the back office so you can build your 
agency and truly support your clients. 

Steve Rosenthal
CEO & President, Triton 
Benefits & HR Solutions

ASK THE 
ADVISER

To access all OERB reports, go to: 
https://www.employeebenefitadviser.com/collections/open-enrollment-readiness-benchmark  

https://www.employeebenefitadviser.com/collections/open-enrollment-readiness-benchmark  
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For more details go to www.employeebenefitadviser.com

METHODOLOGY
In September 2019, SourceMedia Research/Employee Benefit News 
conducted an online survey commissioned by ADP. Respondents include 
409 professionals at organizations that provide employee benefits.  All 
participate in decision making regarding employee benefits at their 
organizations.

ABOUT SOURCEMEDIA RESEARCH
SourceMedia Research provides full custom B2B research solutions 
for marketers, agencies and other targeting business sectors, such as 
accounting, banking, payments, mortgage, insurance, HR/employee 
benefits and wealth management. SourceMedia Research is a unit of 
SourceMedia, whose B2B media brands include Accounting Today, 
Financial Planning, American Banker, The Bond Buyer and Employee 
Benefit News.

ABOUT ADP (NASDAQ: ADP)
Designing better ways to work through cutting-edge products, premium 
services and exceptional experiences that enable people to reach their full 
potential.  HR, Talent, Time Management, Benefits and Payroll.  Informed 
by data and designed for people.  Learn more at ADP.com/brokers
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