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T'S TOUGH TO BE IN THE HEALTH

INSURANCE INDUSTRY THESE

DAYS. And it isn’t all about rising
prices. Yes, costs are escalating, whether
the pocketbook belongs to the consum-
er coming up with co-pays and a share
of monthly premiums, the company
footing the bill for insurance coverage
and benefits administration services
or the government stepping in with a
safety net for the uninsured and senior
citizens.

What really takes the heart out of
health industry professionals is the
growing perception that we are in a
business that is uncaring, even dis-
reputable or sneaky. That’s a blackeye
that is hard to take for those who sce
themselves as central to solving people’s
health concerns and problems.

While no one person can turn around
an industry’s image, it is important for
those whose livelihoods depend on sell-
ing insurance coverage to become pro-
active with their customers. Each of us
needs to see ourselves as knowledgeable

consultants who can help customers
identify what is true, weeding out the
distracting “noise” of myths, rumors
and distortions. Bottom line: The key
role of today’s health insurance sales
person is delivering expertise along
with the product.

EROSION OF TRUST

Tobacco companies have long been at
the bottom of rankings when it comes
to perceived trustworthiness — and
with today’s sticker shock at the gaso-
line pumps, it isn’t surprising that oil
companies are right down there with
them. The health industry is now in the
same boat.

As the chart below shows, a 2007
Harris Poll on industry reputations in-
dicates that only 7 percent of those sur-
veyed think health insurance companies
are generally honest and trustworthy,
while managed health care companies
rank even lower. On a separate ques-
tion, 52 percent said that health insur-
ance companies should be more tightly
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regulated, an indicator that people feel
they need more protection from busi-
nesses that may not have the customers’
best interests at heart.

Overall, the survey is a depressing
reminder that today’s health industry
customers begin with a negative frame
of mind when they sit down to consider
their coverage options.

DELIVERING EXPERTISE

What can the health insurance profes-
sional do to counteract the lack of trust?
The first step is to provide customers
with an intelligent assessment of what
they can expect — what the state of the
health care industry is today, where it is
likely to head tomorrow and how they
can best protect their interests. This re-
quires insurance professionals to stay on
top of industry trends, understand what
is likely versus what lacks credibility
when it comes to headline news, and
find a way to deliver the information to
the customer in clear, graphic terms.

For example, with all of the presi-
dential candidates discussing universal
health care and pledging a massive
overhaul, it would be easy to be lulled
into believing that 2009 will bring an
entirely new, national system into be-
ing. But there’s a $2 trillion health care

customized to meet the fnancial
needs of both the company and the
employee. Plans today are never as
simple as vanilla or chocolate — and
just as with ice cream, all of the dif-
terent brands have their own spe-

cialty Havors to consider.

Consumer-directed health care will
continue to grow as employers in-
creasingly shift costs and decisions
to their workers. This will require
purchasers to pay attention to issucs
like customer service, outreach and
education that are provided as part

of a benefit package.

Cost transparency will move to

the front burner as the pressure

increases to give consumers all of

the information they need to make
smart decisions. This should also
help businesses that are struggling
to understand how to contain health
costs while stll delivering quality

care for their employees.

Although new laws and regula-
tions are always dependent on the
political power struggle in federal
and state governing bodies, there are
some areas that are ripe for change.

Tax incentives could be created that

will encourage individuals to buy
health insurance. And new laws
may be enacted that will allow small
and sole proprictor businesses to
pool together and bargain for more

affordable health coverage.

FINDING THE RIGHT TOOLS

Another important step for health in-
surance professionals who want to estab-
lish themselves as trusted advisors is to
find the best partners and tools that will
help customers make good decisions.

For example, all of the large insurers
promise deep discounts on pricing. That
can be appealing, but customers need to
be careful of “bargains” that are little
more than the scaling back of massive
markups. Shoppers may feel a momen-
tary attraction to a high-end department
store item with a 25 percent markdown,
bur they know they are likely to get a
better deal at a store known for high
value and low costs day in and day out,
regardless of occasional discounts.

The seasoned health insurance profes-
stonal can help customers find the right
mix to meet their needs. Third-party
administrators and other potential part-
ners with a wide range of customized
products can offer effective tools, such

as pharmaceutical audits, to keep costs
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in control. They can also be compared
on matters such as claims management,
consumer support and wellness incen-
tives, By leading customers through the
comparison process, health insurance
professionals add value that transcends a
simple sale.

The health benefits world was easier
when everyone bought the same type
of plan and offered their employees the
same type of coverage. But in the face of
rising costs and growing distrust, taking
the easy way out is no longer feasible.
Health insurance professionals  today
must embrace an active role as trusted
advisors who can deliver expertise, not

just health benefit products. @
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