
HERE’S WHAT TO EXPECT FROM CONSUMERS 
THIS YEAR, AND WHAT IT MEANS. 

THREE YEARS OF ACA OPEN 
ENROLLMENT, AND WHAT 
HAVE HEALTH INSURANCE 
MARKETERS LEARNED?



Three Years of ACA Open Enrollment, and What have Health Marketers Learned?2

A Performance Marketing Agency



DAVID MAGRINI 
1.877.9MERKLE   |    MERKLEINC.COM   |    © 2015 MERKLE INC. 3

The Affordable Care Act has created a new age for health care insurance marketing

The Affordable Care Act (ACA) has forever altered the way Americans shop for, buy, and consume health 
insurance in our country. The introduction of Federal and State Marketplace Exchanges has taught Americans 
how to compare and purchase health benefits online – a process that is very different from the traditional 
selection of options at work or by calling their local broker. To be successful in the online marketplace today, 
health insurance companies must change the way they market to consumers. They need to be informed 
about how people are making buying decisions. They must understand the data that is available to them and 
how to use it to make informed campaign decisions. They must be very aware of HIPAA (Health Insurance 
Portability and Accountability Act) and make sure to communicate with existing and prospective members 
always considering their healthcare privacy. And they must be in a position to react in an instant to the shifting 
mindsets that each open enrollment (OE) cycle brings to the market. Even more so, health care insurance 
marketers today must embrace the power of primary, third party, and digital data in order to move prospects 

and members through the consideration and purchase process 
on an annual basis as well as engage these consumers in their 
benefits. This whitepaper examines the intent, consideration, 
and purchase behavior expected in OE 2016 and what that 
means for marketers going forward. It combines that learning 
with tried-and-true, data-driven customer relationship 
marketing (CRM) disciplines to offer ways for health 
insurance marketers who embrace CRM best practices to gain 
share of market going forward. 

The health insurance marketplace in the past three years has been a whirlwind of change, given the impact of 
the ACA’s mandate that every eligible American must have health insurance. As a result, the rate of uninsured 
Americans dropped from 20% to 15% from 2013 to 2015. Consumers are no longer relying solely on group 
insurance, Medicare or Medicaid for their Health Insurance protection. Rather, more people are investing in 
individual insurance. In fact, According to a recent 
Deft Research report, titled “Consumer Shopping and 
Switching During the ACA Open Enrollment Period,” 
the rate of purchase for individual plans has tripled 
since the 2013 Open Enrollment Period (OEP) as the 
rate of group health purchases declined from 53% of 
total enrollment in 2013 to 45% in 2015. 

THE TIMES THEY ARE A-CHANGING

A simple price sensitivity model built 
from an existing segmentation 
schema can be deployed to limit the 
acquisition of individuals prone to 
switching every OEP. Coupled with 
value messaging, this strategy can 
help overcome cost-related 
disadvantages in marketing.  

40% of people who switched 
to a new plan said that this 
new plan came to them at a 
lower cost.

40% of people who switched 
to a new plan said that this 
new plan came to them at a 

According to PwC, when it comes to digital healthcare services, 
there is a yawning chasm between what consumers want and what 
they’re getting. Eighty percent say they would engage with digital 
services that help manage their healthcare, but only 23 percent say 
they currently do. Perhaps more telling, more than a quarter of 
respondents listed digital as their preferred method of engagement 
in their health — as opposed to office visits or phone consultations.

This is where we are not meeting the consumers' needs as a market.

86% of all consumers turn 
to search to research 
insurance before making 
a purchase

LIMRA 2014

With 40% of respondents not aware that 
premium subsidies existed, think of the impact 
of people not understanding that individuals 
without healthcare insurance will face an 
annual tax penalty of $95, or up to 1% of 
income over the filing minimum, whichever is 
greater; this will rise to a minimum of $695 
($2,085 for families), or 2.5% of income over 
the filing minimum, by 2016.

"I want it to be like Amazon"

Online and mobile developments found in e-tail 
and other industries have raised consumer 
expectations.

• They want frictionless conversion
• Mobile moments to stay informed

80% say they 
would engage 

with digital 
services

People-based marketing is driven by CRM best practices and by these 
four main principles:

1. Having a keen understanding of the data available to you through 
third-party sources. This data is connected to your first-party data 
and delivered through your DMP. Critical to harnessing this 
information is your ability to manage tags across devices and sites, 
all of which is managed through the cloud

2. Real-time insights fueled by robust analytics to drive your marketing 
and re-contact strategies

3. Orchestration of content and audience decisioning across devices 
and channels to deliver the experience the consumer is looking for

4. Real-time media and content delivery when, where, and how the 
consumer wants to receive it

Group health 
purchases declined 
from 53% of total 
enrollment in 2013 
to 45% in 2015
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WHAT BEHAVIOR IS DRIVING CHANGE?

So, what is causing individuals to buy new insurance 
policies and current policyholders to switch from 
their existing plans? A major factor that caused the 
previously insured population to search for new 
coverage was the average 10% premium increase that 
the 2015 OEP brought. 40% of people who switched 
to a new plan, whether or not that new plan was with 
the same provider, said that this new plan came to 
them at a lower cost. Twenty percent of the same group 
of people switched because they simply liked the newer plan better. With a substantial increase in premiums 
across the board, we would expect more people to look for better options. Those who did switch coverage 
plans paid a mere 2% higher premium versus the average 10%. These shoppers are getting smarter, which 
means health insurance marketers need to emphasize value in their messaging to overcome any cost-related 
disadvantages they may have. 

Understanding that cost is still a primary driver of both 
switching and initial purchase intent, we wanted to 
know how and where these individuals were receiving 
information regarding new plans. People who were 
a part of the federal marketplace had an increased 
awareness and interest in each part of the decision-
making process as compared to their state marketplace 
counterparts. This shows that the federal marketplace 
consumers, a mix of 34 states that use the federal 

platform and website for healthcare, were either provided with more information about their investment in 
coverage, or they had more of an interest in 
what they were purchasing. Most likely, it is 
a mix of both. Despite people seeming to be 
aware of their options, it was surprising to 
find that 40 % of respondents were not aware 
that premium subsidies existed, let alone if 
they qualified for one. Although this statistic 
is better than it was in 2014, it is still an area 
to be worked on. 

1 Source: DEFT Research, Consumer Shopping and Switching During the ACA Open Enrollment Period, March 2015
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Deft Research studied what was most important to the individual purchasing process. Respondents were asked 
what they remembered seeing on TV, the internet, social media, and other channels during their healthcare 
shopping that may have influenced their decision. The results were shocking. Only a quarter of respondents 
recalled seeing television advertising regarding healthcare insurance. This is simply talking about TV ads; 
no data was mentioned regarding internet advertising or social media communication. Furthermore, another 
quarter of people did not recall seeing any communication through any media about shopping for healthcare. 
Not surprisingly, however, was the report that both new insurance customers and those looking to switch 
insurance had a heightened awareness of communication from insurance companies and the government 
regarding enrollment. This speaks to the opportunity of leveraging response data at a one-to-one level to drive 
more personalized messaging based on what that same data tells us about individual consumers. According 
to PwC, consumers, particularly younger ones, increasingly expect healthcare to work the way other digital 
markets work. 

They want user-friendly 
interfaces, clearly defined 
pricing, and a wide selection 
of options designed to meet 
their needs. What is really 
happening is that other buying 
experiences have made them 
more savvy and skeptical, and 
they want to know what they’re 
getting before they spend. The 
fact is that digital engagement 
is judged by every other e-tail 
experience out there, and that 
is the bar health care insurance 
marketers are measured 
against. Newer competitors 

like Oscar know this and are rapidly setting new bars in the space. Consumers want their online experiences 
to be easy like Amazon no matter what the product or service offering is. Which, by the way, have you seen 
Amazon Dash? Talk about the epitome of experiences. You place a button on commonly used household items, 
press it when you run out and your Tide shows up on your doorstep the next day. This is what your digital 
engagement strategy is up against. 
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When it comes to the act of enrolling in a coverage plan, new shoppers in 2015 started the process of searching 
for a healthcare plan much earlier than their switching counterparts did. However, despite starting to look 
earlier than other switchers, the majority of respondents to Deft Research’s study still only took a week or less 
to come to a decision for their new plan. For health insurance marketers who are measured on their ability 
to drive acquisition in a 6 – 12 week open enrollment timeframe, this statistic is sobering. On top of that, a 
majority only considered one or two health insurance companies, and two thirds of respondents looked at two or 
more insurance plans within their one or two companies. Although this may seem like a concentrated decision 
process, most respondents made calls to individual companies asking about their programs, which is still very 
viable in this market despite the rise in popularity of online channels. And, as would be expected, companies 
spent more time and money for their outreach on new acquisitions versus retaining existing members. 

A more balanced marketing strategy that leverages data and analytics to drive both acquisition as well as 
retention and engagement strategies is definitely in order. And, we make a distinction between retention and 
engagement. Retention preserves your membership book. Engagement grows it. The industry needs to do a 
better job of engaging members especially when the data suggests they are open to it.
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Thinking about the data for how individuals made buying decisions becomes even more interesting for 
marketers when you examine the digital trends that are driving opportunities to acquire and retain members: 

• 86% of online health inquiries start at a search engine

• 81% of people click on a sponsored link when looking for 
health information

• 19% of smartphone users have health apps 

• 20% of mobile users search for health related content 

• 24% of internet users, or 18% of adults, have consulted online reviews of particular drugs or medical 
treatments

• 51% say they’d feel more valued as a patient via digital health communications

• Mobile healthcare and medical app downloads reached 44 million in 2012; rising to 142 million in 2016 

What this means for marketers is that we need to better understand individual buying behavior and their 
preferences throughout the purchase funnel. And the way to do this is to be diligent about the capture of data, 
be it anonymous or known, at every potential interaction point that our marketing creates, and use that data to 
continuously inform our marketing strategy and execution. We call this people-based marketing. 

With all of this change in the healthcare industry, it is crucial to pay attention to individuals in all segments 
and of all eligibility. This is what people-based marketing is all about and it has never been more important 
to the success of a healthcare insurance marketing organization as it is today. As the demands of the educated 
consumer continue to grow, our ability to engage prospects and members alike in a personalized, one-to-one 
manner will create clear winners and losers in the marketplace. 
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this information is your ability to manage tags across devices and sites, all of which is managed 
through the cloud

2. Real-time insights fueled by robust analytics to drive your marketing and re-contact strategies
3. Orchestration of content and audience decisioning across devices and channels to deliver the 

experience the consumer is looking for
4. Real-time media and content delivery when, where, and how the consumer wants to receive it

Group health 
purchases declined 
from 53% of total 
enrollment in 2013 
to 45% in 2015

http://merkleinc.com/


Three Years of ACA Open Enrollment, and What have Health Marketers Learned?8

WHAT CONSUMERS HAVE TAUGHT 
US AND WHY WE SHOULD LISTEN

The most important learning is that the market is nothing like it used to be, and if your organization is still 
acting like it is, you’re missing the point. Sure, price is still a primary driver to purchase, but no longer can we 
rely on broad views of a group of consumers through mass channels to convince them that one brand or plan 
is better than the rest. Personalization and customer engagement are differentiating the experience and are 
quickly becoming table stakes in a highly competitive industry. We need a common, consolidated view of each 
individual, drawn from primary, secondary and third-party data, to manage individual preferences and put your 
brand in a position to serve personalized messaging when and where the consumer wants to see it. Furthermore, 
that platform should enable you to assemble and deliver engaging experiences across channels, devices, and 
campaigns as well as collect, aggregate, and interpret the marketing analytics to help you continuously improve 

your marketing communications. Within the last two years alone, data-
driven marketing has allowed us to decrease the rate of the uninsured 

population by 5% (Deft Research). By harnessing the power 
of big data, the number of uninsured people in America is 

expected to be cut in half by 2023 (cms.gov). If these 
estimates are true, we as a market sector need to find 

better ways to target the remaining uninsured and 
show them the importance of having health insurance. 
It’s not about a mandate. Rather, it is about the peace 
of mind and the quality of healthcare afforded by 
a good insurance plan – and the newly streamlined 
path to purchase with online access. 

Looking forward, it is important that brands understand 
the individual consumer, what media they use to search 

for a product, how they prefer to purchase, and when to push 
relevant messaging to drive conversion across all channels. By 

leveraging all of the identifiable and anonymous data (keeping member 
privacy and HIPAA in consideration) that we can now capture through 

cookies, device IDs, social platforms, and PII, we can build event streams at an individual level that allow us to 
reach consumers at the right time, in the right channel, with the right message to drive acquisition.  
 
This isn’t the future. This is now. 



DAVID MAGRINI 
1.877.9MERKLE   |    MERKLEINC.COM   |    © 2015 MERKLE INC. 9

http://merkleinc.com/


linkedin.com/company/merkle 

facebook.com/merkleinc 

twitter.com/merklecrm 

flickr.com/photos/merkleinc 

youtube.com/user/merklecrm

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Merkle is a global data-driven, 
technology-enabled performance 
marketing agency and the largest 
independent agency in the US for 
CRM, digital, and search. For 
more than 25 years, Fortune 1000 
companies and leading nonprofit 
organizations have partnered 
with Merkle to maximize the 
value of their customer portfolios. 
The agency’s heritage in data, 
technology, and analytics forms the 
foundation for its unmatched skills 
in understanding consumer insights. 
When combined with its strength in 
performance media, Merkle creates 
customer experiences that drive 
improved marketing performance 
and shareholder value. With more 
than 2,700 employees, the privately 
held corporation is headquartered 
in Columbia, Maryland with 14 
additional offices in the US and 
offices in London, Shanghai and 
Nanjing. For more information, 
contact Merkle at 1-877-9-Merkle  
or visit www.merkleinc.com.

11/15

David Magrini is the Client Partner in Merkle’s Health practice. 
Prior to joining Merkle in 2010, David led the individual acquisition 
marketing efforts for Prudential Retirement plans for two years and 
spent the previous four years as Head of Consumer Marketing for 
Aetna in the Medicare and Individual marketplace. David’s wide-
reaching CRM experience also includes 17 years of Agency Services, 
working with brands like MassMutual, CIGNA, BlackRock, 
Nationwide, Lowe’s, 3M, Anthem, EmblemHealth, Humana, Mercer, 
and General Electric.

David’s experience in understanding the individual decision-
making process for how people make healthcare choices in this 
marketplace, and then translating this consumer-directed knowledge 
into marketing strategies across all channels of distribution adds 
value to the clients he manages. David’s efforts and experiences have 
produced notable results while he was at Prudential, Aetna and now 
Merkle for the past 5 years. 

To learn more about data-driven marketing in a digital world,  
contact David at dmagrini@merkleinc.com or by visiting  
www.merkleinc.com.

David Magrini 
SVP, Client Partner, Merkle Health

Source: Deft Research, Consumer Shopping and Switching During the ACA Open Enrollment Period, March 2015
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