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Are you feeling the heat of the spotlight? Can you hear a pin drop? Employees are suddenly paying 
attention to their benefits and benefits communication, thanks to the Patient Protection and Affordable 
Care Act. 
 
Employees care about their benefits more than ever before and they are looking to you to help 
them understand what is ahead. If you’ve spent time in the last decade trying to engage employees and 
family members in new health and wellness behaviors, now’s the time to recommit to your priorities and 
weave together the narratives of health, costs, and reform. 
 
Start with your strategy 
While you’re working hard with insurance brokers and plan design consultants, we hope you’re also 
prepping your internal presentation about the impact to employees. To start, remind yourself how your 
employees and families are using your plans now, using metrics your team already monitors. 
 

! Review business and benefit plan stats. What kind of cutbacks have employees experienced during 
the economic downturn? How much have employees’ 401(k) balances recovered? Are employees 
actively opening an HSA and saving via pre-tax deductions if they’re eligible? How many dependents 
were dropped during your last audit? You’ll need to position any message about health care reform in 
the context of the reality at your organization—not just the benefits, but the overall business and 
employee engagement picture. 
 

! Gather all your survey data. This might include engagement data about your benefits over a period of 
years—illustrating how big benefit changes were perceived. It might also include smaller pulse surveys 
you conducted on communications in particular. How do your employees feel about the benefits you’ve 
had in place the last few years? 
 

! Run a web analytics report. What pages get the most traffic during specific timeframes such as 
enrollment? What about the rest of the year? Right now? If you have a blog on your benefits website, 



what topics generate the most comments? What are your other online feedback channels? 
 

! Pull all your call center statistics. What are staffing requirements when you have a major benefit 
headline? What happens when those mailers go out? If you can, put a price tag on it—it will help as you 
develop your strategy and the tradeoffs. 
 

! Consider major headlines. The press has been very busy reporting on the new law. Depending on the 
news source, your employees are hearing a wide range of opinions about the short- and long-term 
impact of health care reform. Whether reform seems good or bad—and for whom—depends a lot on the 
source of information. Be sure to consider these wide viewpoints when you think about how to educate 
employees, who will all be coming from different perspectives and points of view. 
 
Don’t wait until you have all the answers 
Don’t worry about all that you still don’t know. Communication is essential in uncertain times and 
not knowing all the answers is no excuse not to communicate. You know plenty already, and a heck of a 
lot more than your employees. 
They’ve been listening to the major headlines, such as the individual mandate. But the mainstream 
media has just scratched the surface about the impact on employers. You’ll need to educate your 
employees and their families with clear, objective and detailed information. 
 

! Start with the known questions. Prepare for the emotional and tactical questions. You’ll get lots, like: 
when can I sign up for nursing room usage? When can get my son back on our plan—he’s been on 
COBRA since December? What proof do I need to show that my daughter doesn’t have other coverage 
available to her? My kid is sick now; the law was signed this year. Why don’t the limits go away this 
year? Why don’t we have free preventive care? Why are penalties in my HSA for non-medical expenses 
going up? Why can’t I use my FSA for over-the-counter drugs? 
 

! Put it in context. Everything you say about reform and changes to your plans must acknowledge the 
range of thought in the ongoing public discourse. And, what’s been going on in your organization—
including rising health care costs and dependent audits—over the last few years. And quick, before they 
start assuming things. See below about major themes of health care reform that you can use. 
 

! Be transparent. What’s tricky, as you know, is that the bill is phased in over a period of almost ten 
years and there are a lot of unknowns about how your plans might change. The hope is that health care 
trend eventually goes down, due to broad changes to the system. In the near term, however, most 
experts agree that the new requirements won’t do much to curb costs for large employers. Talk about 
that. Especially if you’re facing large premium increases for 2011 and tweaking plan designs to maintain 
your grandfathered status. Just like every other change to benefits, your employees deserve to 
understand your thinking. 
 

! Use our free language. Whether this is a blog post, a Intranet news article, an update to your benefits 
website, or an email from your VP of HR,this memo addresses initial progress and basic themes at 
interpreting the law. You just plug in your info, edit a little bit and you’re ready to go. 
 

! Use the media channels that your employees use. Now’s a great time to look strategically at the 
right mix of media, when you’re going to need to respond to headlines and media buzz for years to 
come. We advocate for you to get benefits information to the decision-maker—not always your 
employee—and make sure that the information is easy to use and engaging. Having a custom benefits 



website on the Internet (not behind your firewall) is one of the most effective ways to improve benefits 
communication—and the use of programs. Adding social media tools to your site keeps content fresh 
and gives you a simple, conversational and cost-effective way to send out frequent messages. 
No doubt, navigating our way through new regulations and system-wide changes will take hard work 
and grit. The way forward isn’t totally clear. But, as long as your organization is planning to continue to 
offer health care benefits to employees, see health care reform as a rare chance to draw attention to 
your company’s health and wellness efforts. 
While this amount of change can be unsettling, it can also create a priceless opportunity to transform 
the way your employees perceive and use their benefits. And, open and honest communication through 
the process will create trust and loyalty that will pay dividends for years to come. 
 

 

Benz, founder of boutique HR communications firm Benz Communications, can be reached at 
jen@benzcommunications.com. You can find more of Benz Communications’ health care reform 
resources on their blog at www.benzcommunications.com/blog. 
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