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Employers better set for enrollment, but key tasks remain 
Plan designs are nearly set, however work is still needed in planning communications and setting goals

ABOUT THE OPEN ENROLLMENT READINESS BENCHMARK
The Open Enrollment Readiness Benchmark is a composite score (out of 100) of employer readiness for open enrollment activities across the four critical stages of the open enrollment process: benefit plan design, preparation, process 
management, and program analysis and updates. The OERB is based on SourceMedia Research’s quantitative survey of more than 400 pre-screened HR and benefit executives and decision makers representing employers with greater 
than 50 employees from various industry sectors. For more details on the OERB, go to http://www.employeebenefitadviser.com/.

Employer readiness for open enrollment season 
increased for the third month in a row among 
organizations with benefit start dates in the 

first quarter, according to Employee Benefit Adviser’s 
Open Enrollment Readiness Benchmark. However, 
despite employers reporting improvement across 
enrollment activities, there is still much they have  
to accomplish before sign-up periods begin in just  
a few short weeks. 

The composite OERB score — an average of 
progress self-assessments for 26 open enrollment 

activities — increased seven points in August, 
reaching 49. 

The average score for activities in the plan 
design phase, one of the four critical stages in open 
enrollment, increased six points to 73, which roughly 
equates to a response of “strong progress, almost 
complete.” (Scores range from zero, for no progress, 
to 100, for completed.)

There was an eight-point increase in the average 
for the enrollment preparation phase, but that still 
only lifted it to a relatively low 46. Most activities in 

the phase were also in the 40s: reviewing compliance 
and eligibility issues, setting goals, and documenting 
processes and procedures. Planning and designing 
employee communications, another enrollment 
preparation phase activity, posted a readiness score 
of just 29.

Persistent struggles, however, create opportunities 
for advisers to engage with clients as strategic part-
ners, helping employers structure their efforts more 
effectively and escape the annual scramble that often 
surrounds open enrollment.  
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EMPLOYERS STARTING BENEFITS IN Q1 2018

PHASE ACTIVITY ACTIVITY SCORE PROGRESS PHASE SCORE

Phase 1 

Benefit Plan
Design

Selecting benefit brokers/advisers 81

73

Selecting health plans 73
Selecting voluntary plans 68
Selecting pharmacy plans 70
Selecting retirement plans 80
Selecting wellness plans 63

Phase 2 

Open Enrollment
Preparation

Enrollment timing 72

46
Planning/designing employee communications 29

Reviewing compliance/eligibility issues 42

Setting goals 46

Documenting processes/procedures 41

Phase 3 

Open Enrollment
Management

Managing meetings with advisers/brokers 58

32

Enrolling employees 26

Answering employee questions 30

Documenting worker feedback 26

Measuring enrollment engagement metrics 24

Boosting enrollment engagements 30

Phase 4 

Open Enrollment
Design Analysis & 

Follow-up

Reviewing enrollment engagement metrics 38

43

Reviewing worker feedback 38

Soliciting additional feedback 32

Reviewing plan design 56

Reviewing communications strategy 52

Tracking benefit usage 51

Reviewing enrollment engagement analytics 36

Reviewing/improving the process 45

Planning year-round employee engagement 42
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Overall Readiness (as of August 2017)   49

Source: SourceMedia Research, Open Enrollment Readiness Benchmark Survey,  August 2017
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State of enrollment prep an opportunity for advisers
Employers, bogged down in day-to-day tasks, could use the help of outside experts to improve processes

advisers need to become much more consultative 
and strategic in their approach to client engagement,” 
says Jack Kwicien, managing partner at the consult-
ing firm Daymark Advisors, who is a top consultant 
to brokers and advisers. They need, he says, to take 
employers “up to the 10,000-foot level and think stra-
tegically: What are they trying to accomplish with their 
benefit program over the next two or three years? 
That will help them in the overall benefit planning 
process, which is a process, rather than just an event. 
That will enable them to develop a roadmap for all the 
tactical decisions.”

Both Griswold and Kwicien think that advisers should 
provide employers with the tools and guidance they need 
to set up rigorous, fully formed strategic plans. 

“We advise our agency clients to create their own 
proprietary process for open enrollment that they can 
present,” Griswold says.

Such processes should include timelines and 
checklists, and even manpower to help with things like 
one-on-one meetings with employees, group meetings 
and pre-enrollment education.

“Open enrollment is an opportunity for your team 
members to meet and work with the client to make 
sure that open enrollment goes smoothly and participa-
tion is strong,” Griswold says. “If you can make it easier 
and smoother for them, and certainly if you can make 
it more effective in terms of driving participation, you’re 
going to be a hero.”

To get buy-in from clients, advisers should center 
strategic discussions about goals around core business 
concepts like return on investment, and seek to have 
such discussions with decision-makers in the C-suite. 
Benefit costs typically rank among organizations’ top 
expenses, and enrollment-process targets that support 
the rationale for offering benefits in the first place – 
such as morale, retention and recruitment – are likely 
to appeal to chief financial officers.

For example, the desired impact on morale and 
retention is lost if employees do not understand the 
value of benefits provided to them as a part of their 
compensation. Goals to improve employee aware-
ness and comprehension of benefits – which can be 
achieved through a better communications campaign 
and measured in employee surveys – can help deliver 
the intended payoff.

“If you’re an organization that’s spending hundreds 
of thousands of dollars – or in some cases millions of 
dollars – on benefits, it would make sense that you 
would have a strategy to guide all your major decisions, 
just like you do for any other major business activity,” 
Kwicien says. 

With open enrollment just around the corner, 
employers continue to report major gaps in 
setting goals, designing employee communi-

cations and other vital preparation activities.
Overall readiness among employers with benefit 

start dates in the first quarter did improve for the 
third month in a row in August, as the composite 
score for Employee Benefit Adviser’s Open Enrollment 
Readiness Benchmark increased seven points from 
July to 49. A six-point increase to 73 in the average 
score for plan and broker selection activities shows 
that employers continue to make strong progress in 
the benefit plan design phase. (Scores are based on 
employer self-assessments of the progress they have 
made in 26 activities that need to be completed for a 
successful benefit sign-up period, with no progress 
translating to a score of 0 and completion of  
an activity netting a score of 100.)

With plan designs almost set, and sign-up periods 
nearing, it is time for employers to square away 
activities in the open enrollment preparation phase. 
Yet despite monthly increases in readiness reported by 
employers across each activity in the phase, scores for 
most components in this stage of the process remain 
in the 40s. That includes planning and designing 
employee communications, reviewing compliance 
and eligibility issues, setting goals, and documenting 
processes and procedures.

The OERB is based on a monthly survey of employ-
ers. In open responses sent in with their question-
naires, many employers said one of the top challenges 
they were facing was late-arriving price quotes from 
insurance carriers. They said the delay was keeping 
them from making headway on their enrollment 
preparations. And many prep activities go hand-in-
hand. “Alignment on key goals and messaging,” was 
how one respondent summed up the top challenge. 

However, the fact that employers say they are 
struggling to make progress in setting open enrollment 
targets, planning/designing communication programs 
and other prep work could present advisers with a rich 
opportunity to intervene, embed themselves as stra-
tegic partners and help clients structure their efforts 
throughout the year and escape the annual scramble 
that often surrounds sign-up periods.

“The whole idea around goals is a great opportunity 
for an adviser to take control and bring tremendous 
value to clients,” says Nelson Griswold, president 
of Bottom Line Solutions, which offers services to 
employee benefit agencies.

Frequently, employers fail to establish basic, 
measurable targets – for participation in various 

benefit plans, for example, or achieving a level of 
employee literacy about benefits – that are critical for 
success. “There’s a management axiom – it’s sort 
of management 101 – anything worth achieving is 
worth measuring, and without measuring the goal it 
will never be achieved,” Griswold says. “When you set 
goals, and you hold people accountable – you publish 
them, and you publish the results – everyone knows 
where things stand and we can track and monitor 
throughout the year.”

But benefit executives tend to get bogged down 
in day-to-day activities, and goals tend to collapse 
to minimum imperatives like recording employee 
elections. All too often, Griswold says, the overarching 
goal is “probably just survival – getting through open 
enrollment. They wouldn’t put that on paper, but that’s 
the reality.”

That’s where benefit advisers come in. “Benefit 

Actions advisers can take now to 
both protect and grow their business

Secure buy-in from chief finan-
cial officers and other executive 
decision makers by centering 
strategic deliberations around 
business imperatives like return 
on investment.

CHECKLIST

✓Help clients break free from  
a focus on day-to-day operations 
by guiding them to think about 
what they are trying to accom-
plish with their benefits program 
over the next two or three years.

Develop a proprietary process - 
including timelines, checklists and 
even personnel who can conduct 
meetings with employees - that 
can be presented to clients 
to help them achieve a smooth 
enrollment cycle.
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Small employers far behind in enrollment prep
While large employers are making healthy progress, small employers show weakness in tasks that must be finished soon

A t a time when employers should start turning 
from work on designing benefit plans to 
activities that need to be completed before 

sign-up periods, small organizations report being far 
behind in key areas.

Overall preparations for open enrollment advanced 
in August among employers of all sizes with benefit 
start dates in the first quarter, according to Employee 
Benefit Adviser’s monthly Open Enrollment Readiness 
Benchmark.

For organizations with 50 to 150 employees, 
there was a six-point increase to 47 in the average 
score for activities in the preparation phase – which 
covers work that should be squared away before 
employees start making elections (see top chart). 

But an average of 47 remains low on the OERB’s 
scale, which ranges from zero for no progress to 
100 for complete enrollment readiness. It is also far 
below the levels posted by larger employers.  
The enrollment preparation phase average for orga-
nizations with 1,000 or more employees increased 
10 points to 70.

Within the preparation phase, there are five dis-
tinct activities, including setting goals and document-
ing processes and procedures. However, for small or-
ganization, scores in this stage were in the 40s, with 
readiness for documentation actually declining one 
point from July. Small employers’ score for planning 
and designing communications was about flat at 36. 
A bright spot: the score for reviewing compliance and 

eligibility issues jumped 19 points to 57.
Small employers made headway in other areas, 

such as in broker and plan selection activities  
in the benefit plan design phase, where their average 
rose seven points to 56. But that’s still far below 
the average of 80 for large employers and 72 for 
organizations with 151 to 999 employees – levels 
that indicate these organizations are almost done 
with such activities (see the second chart).

Taken together, the data suggests that many small 
employers are struggling to stay above water, keep 
up with day-to-day tasks and make it through the 
enrollment cycle — and that they are greatly in need 
of advisers who can deliver tools and guidance to set 
up rigorous, fully formed strategic plans. 

For more details go to www.employeebenefitadviser.com

WHERE THEY ARE  
A look at how employers of various sizes stack up in the preparation and plan design phases of open enrollment

Note: Scores are based on self-assessments of employers starting benefits in Q1 2018 reporting the progress they have made in each activity. 
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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Enrollment timing Planning/designing  
employee communications

Reviewing  
compliance/eligibility issues

Setting goals Documenting  
processes/procedures
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