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Worksite 
Wingmen 

for Brokers
High Flying Tactics from
our “View from the Top” 
Voluntary Benefit Aces

by Leila Morris

Nearly all voluntary insurance products 
have become more popular over the 
past three years, according to a recent 

LIMRA study. In fact, 400,000 businesses are 
considering adding a new voluntary plan and 
another 120,000 are very much interested. 
Executives in who contributed to this year’s view 
from the top report are finding a strong demand 
for supplemental health voluntary benefits like 
hospital indemnity, critical illness, and accident 
insurance, which help lessen the financial impact 
of out-of-pocket medical costs. Hearing and 
vision benefits have also become more popular 
in today’s multi-generational workforce. Below, 
executives give their take on this dynamic market.

1.  What is a compelling argument for employees 
to have extra money taken out of their 
paychecks for voluntary benefits when 
they are cutting back on all kinds of small 
expenditures in a tough economy?

Karen Gustin, LLIF, Ameritas, senior vice president, Group Field 
Sales, National Accounts & Broker Blocks: When times are good, 
it’s easy to justify getting what we want when we want it. During tough 
economic times, much deeper evaluations of needs versus wants 
must take place. This may be something new in people’s lives. Small 
expenditures don’t always equate to small health needs. The descriptor 
“ancillary” in ancillary benefits may be appropriate when comparing to 
medical insurance, but ancillary benefits are very important to people’s 
overall health. The long-term effect resulting from de-escalating the 
importance of dental, vision and other types of ancillary benefits may 
result in major medical issues down the road. Maintaining your health 
and the health of your family should always be priority number one. 

Chris Hill, CEO of Spotlite: Voluntary benefits provide the additional 
insurance that many employees want and need in today’s benefit envi-
ronment. A relatively small contribution to one or more voluntary insur-
ance plans can help employees fight off the potential of financial ruin 

in the event of an unforeseen medical illness or injury. A 2012 FINRA 
study showed that nearly 40% of Americans said it is unlikely they 
would be able to come up with $2,000 if an unexpected need arose. 
When you couple this with average annual deductibles of $1,135 in 
2013, it is easy to see why some employees need these additional 
coverages. Supplemental health insurance products, such as critical 
illness, accident and hospital indemnity provide cash payments in the 
event of specific occurrences. These payments can be used to cover 
anything from deductibles to copays, to other personal expenses. 

Bill Deehan, senior vice president, Sales Colonial Life & Accident 
Insurance Company: Although the economy is slowly improving, many 
of America’s workers are cutting back just to pay their everyday bills 
and expenses. Most are still unable to set aside much, if any, money 
into savings to fall back on in case of an unexpected event, such as 
an illness or injury. Voluntary benefits offered at the worksite provide 
significant financial protection, and since premiums are typically de-
ducted from an employee’s paycheck, often on a pretax basis, they’re 
very affordable. Many types of voluntary coverage can be purchased for 
as little as 1.5 hours of an employee’s pay. Unlike major medical insur-
ance benefits, voluntary benefits are paid directly to policyholders so 
they can use the money where it’s most needed -- whether it’s for out-
of-pocket medical costs or to make a car payment or pay the mortgage. 
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It’s also obvious that America’s workers are seeing the value in volun-
tary benefits. The number of customers who are keeping their cover-
age for multiple years is at an all-time high. This tells me that many 
employees see greater risk in not having financial protection in such a 
tough economy, and they’re willing to have a few dollars deducted from 
their paychecks to get financial protection.

Steve L. Adams, CEO of Navera: The tough economy is perhaps the 
best argument for adding voluntary benefits. In a healthy economy 
-- where jobs are more plentiful and income is increasing (even if only 
gradually) -- employees may have emergency funds or nest eggs to draw 
upon for additional medical expenses. In a tough economy, emergency 
funds and nest eggs often have been exhausted and more people are liv-
ing paycheck to paycheck. The exposure to uncovered medical expenses 
is even greater and the risk of bankruptcy due to medical expenses even 
higher. Offering voluntary benefits can be the most cost-efficient and 
thoughtful way to have a portfolio of benefits that provide more complete 
coverage and to fill the gaps in a medical plan, regardless of plan type. 
Also, with an increase in HDHPs, it is even more important to take a port-
folio approach to healthcare management.

Patrick McClelland, oversees VSP’s Commercial Account Division: 
The great thing about voluntary benefits is that they are low cost and 
paid for with pre-tax dollars. Plus, with 80% of the population needing 
some form of vision correction, vision benefits are a tremendous value 
with significant cost savings. 

Tom O’Keefe is a voluntary benefits regional practice leader for 
Unum: I firmly believe that it is more important for employees to have 
solid financial protection in a challenging economy. Forty-four percent of 
Americans live paycheck to paycheck. One trip to the hospital for an ac-
cident or something much more serious like cancer, a heart attack, or a 
stroke can send them underwater financially. Even with a good medical 
plan, many employees cannot afford a medical event that will affect their 
pocket books. Premiums for voluntary benefits are very affordable and 
given the potential risks, a sound investment.  

Shaun Walti, regional director, Califor-
nia Sales Allstate Benefits: With the 
direction the economy has gone over 
the last several years, we all know how 
tight our belts have gotten (some more 
than others), but imagine how tough it 
is to pay your bills if your paycheck stops 
coming in. Unfortunately, that’s not the 
only thing that can happen should you 
be struck with an unforeseen injury or 
illness.  Along with your monthly bills, ad-
ditional costs can begin adding up if you 
need medical treatment or even need to 

be hospitalized.  For as little as what it cost for a caffeinated treat at 
your favorite coffee house each week, you can begin to protect you and 
your family from some significant financial woes.  If you find that you do 
need to cut back on some of those small expenditures, cut down on the 
daily coffee or maybe something else of similar value, but don’t cut out 
protections for you and your family.

Dan Lebish, executive vice president, Aflac Group Insurance: This 
is a great question, and one that all of us in the industry have been 
concerned about, particularly around 2009, when there were so many 
unanswered questions surrounding the viability and the affordability of 
these products. Brokers tend to see a very high adoption rate of these 
products when properly positioned into the overall benefits strategy. 
Compared to those without voluntary insurance benefits, 60% more 
workers with voluntary insurance benefits agree they are prepared to 
pay out-of-pocket expenses related to a serious accident or injury, ac-

cording to the 2014 Aflac WorkForces Report. This seems to suggest 
that, even in tightest of family budgets, these products hold an impor-
tant place in the financial security for much of the U.S. workforce.

2.  Considering that brokers generally make 
less commission on voluntary benefits, how 
can they offer these benefits to clients in 
an efficient way that provides a good return-
on-investment for the broker’s efforts?

Steve L. Adams, Navera: Brokers can 
implement a multi-channel communi-
cations strategy that includes more ef-
fective, but lower cost alternatives for 
employee engagement, education and 
decision support. 

There are low-cost, low-touch alterna-
tives such as brochures and FAQs (which 
do not work well for some employees) 
and high-cost, high touch channels, such 
as enrollment firms and call center spe-
cialists, which are very expensive. These 
can be supplemented with self-service 

engagement, education, and decision support software, which can be 
offered at a fraction of the cost of channels employing human assis-
tants. High-touch, interactive engagement software provides personal-
ized support 24/7 and is often the preferred user experience for many 
employees. With this communication alternative, brokers will enjoy 
a more cost-effective way to engage employees and to drive well-in-
formed decisions. Well-informed decisions routinely lead to an increase 
in participation rates for voluntary products and, as a result, higher 
commissions. The bottom line is that a multi-channel communication 
strategy that includes high-touch, online support drives efficiencies 
and produces higher commissions. 

Dan Lebish, Aflac Group Insurance: Until recently, there seemed to 
be two distinct camps when it came to consultants and the implemen-
tation of voluntary insurance. There were the consultants who reacted 
to voluntary insurance as their clients asked about them. And then 
there were those who had an established strategy to implement volun-
tary plans. Meaning, as a rule, they would present voluntary plans as 
part of their proposed benefits strategies, usually during pre-renewal 
planning sessions. Today’s successful brokers have come to realize the 
importance of taking a holistic approach in offering core products as 
well as voluntary plans. Voluntary benefit options can be an important 
and predictable source of revenue within their practice.

Shaun Walti, Allstate Benefits:: The important thing is to work with 
a carrier partner you trust.  Some carriers have good packaged solu-
tions where the broker does minimal heavy lifting or none at all with 
regard to program implementation, enrollment, and on-going service.  
There are different commission arrangements available. I have seen 
the broker net first year commissions anywhere from 12% up to 45% on 
annualized premium enrolled. Brokers can avoid sharing commissions 
if they or their teams do all the work themselves.  While some carriers 
require agent-assisted enrollment with some if not all of their products, 
other carriers have additional product lines that can be enrolled by way 
of group meetings via paper enrollment forms just as the group already 
enrolls their other coverages such as Medical, Dental, Vision, etc.  If 
the group has a benefit administration platform, some products can be 
enrolled here via employee self-service.  One-on-one enrollment (with 
worksite agents and enrollers) continues to yield higher participation 
and premiums versus group meetings or self-service.  That said, as 
a broker, I would ask myself, do I want to do all the work and get paid 

Shaun Walti

Steve L. Adams
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70% commission on 10% to 15% participation, or would I rather do less 
work and make 35% on 30% to 40% participation? My answer depends 
on how much I trust my carrier partners to do a good job and how con-
fident I am in taking on the additional responsibilities that come with 
implementing a voluntary program.

Chris Hill, Spotlite: Offering voluntary benefits can be a great way for 
brokers to earn additional revenue while giving clients a cost-effective 
way to expand their benefit offering. But in order to realize a positive 
ROI on voluntary benefits, brokers must be careful to avoid many com-
mon pitfalls.  Voluntary benefits are typically complex products that are 
not easily understood by employees. Without an engaging communica-
tions campaign that is tightly integrated with a simple enrollment pro-
cess, brokers will go through a lot of work to offer the products with very 
little new revenue to show for it.

Voluntary insurance products are typically filed with each individual 
state, which results in a significant number of variations in the rates, 
rules, riders, etc. for each product. Most benefit administration systems 
are unable to handle these variations, which will have an adverse im-
pact on the employee enrollment experience and the employerís ad-
ministrative experience.

Tom O’Keefe, Unum: Actually, voluntary benefit’s commissions can 
be highly attractive. Generally speaking, that revenue does not exist 
now and would be in addition to the broker’s group commission. More 
importantly 77% of employers with 10 or more employees are offering 
at least one voluntary benefit. If you aren’t offering voluntary benefits 
to your clients’ chances are that another broker is.  

Bill Deehan, Colonial Life: The most important aspect of a solid re-
turn on investment when offering voluntary benefits is to ensure that 
there are strong one-to-one enrollment conditions. Voluntary benefits 
aren’t as well known by employees as are other products, such as 
health insurance. The benefit of having an experienced and trained 
benefits counselor communicate the need for a critical illness, can-
cer or accident policy goes a long way in educating employees about 
their financial protection.  We’ve been in this industry for 75 years and 
the typical self-enroll voluntary participation is in the single digits. The 
main reason for this low participation is again that the average em-
ployee doesn’t understand these types of benefits.  These products are 
needed in the marketplace and without a solid enrollment strategy the 
results won’t meet the broker’s expectations.   Partnering with a trust-
worthy carrier that has the experience, infrastructure and capabilities 
to handle all the work and overhead will help ensure a quality ROI. We 
know this type of partnership requires a considerable amount of trust, 
and we make it a priority for our brokers to always maintain control of 
their client relationships. We simply want to serve as an extension of 
their team. When a broker selects the right partner, the financial risk is 
virtually eliminated.

Patrick McClelland, VSP: It all comes down to offering solutions that 
best meet the client’s needs. Most clients, particularly those that are 
self-funded, would see a noticeable cost savings by offering a vision 
benefit. At the same time, the great thing about vision care is that em-
ployers can offer it with little to no company cost. The group rates that 
a company would get, even if employees pay the full premium, still offer 
a tremendous value for employees.

Karen Gustin, LLIF, Ameritas: Voluntary benefits are where the mar-
ket is going. We make sure that our brokers earn the same commis-
sion levels on voluntary business as on employer-paid. We promote all 
levels of employer contribution and we know that brokers must have a 
voluntary option to stay in the game. To help them on their return-on-
investment, many electronic interfaces can be put in place to reduce 
costly employee enrollments and communications. Another key to in-
creasing ROI is greater numbers of participants in the programs. When 

working with an ancillary expert, brokers gain the expertise needed for 
the most appropriate plan designs and messaging necessary to enroll 
the maximum number of insureds possible.

3.  How can you tell whether a particular 
voluntary benefit product will provide 
real value to your clients?

Tom O’Keefe, Unum: I think about the 
employees first because if the employees 
like and purchase the benefits, there is 
immediate direct value to the employer, 
by validating their decision to offer vol-
untary benefits. Voluntary products are 
a needed complement to the employer’s 
core benefit offering to their employees. 
These benefits also offer the flexibility for 
the employees to port their coverage if 
they leave employment. The key to suc-
cess is sitting down with the client to dis-
cuss what worksite benefits fit best with 

their employee population. 

Chris Hill, Spotlite: The value of a voluntary product is truly seen when 
it is put into action or utilized. In the case of high deductible health 
plans, it makes more sense to have voluntary benefit products along-
side to balance potential costs down the road, but the real value is felt 
when the insured or someone in their family is diagnosed with a medi-
cal condition or injury, and a large medical bill arrives for them to pay. 

Patrick McClelland, VSP: It’s important to choose benefits that can 
provide a return on investment. A recent study by the HCMS Group 
found that companies with a stand-alone vision plan saw a 145% 
 return through reduced healthcare costs, avoided productivity losses, 
and lower turnover rates.

Karen Gustin, LLIF, Ameritas: In order to provide real value to their 
clients, brokers must fully understand the group’s needs. Experienced 
brokers can quickly ascertain which benefits make sense for an em-
ployer group. Experienced carriers also understand these needs. When 
producers work with ancillary experts, we can help with understanding 
employer industry trends and needs. We can then tailor the offerings, 
simplify the process and assist the HR department in its ultimate goal 
of attracting and retaining high-quality employees.

Dan Lebish, Aflac Group Insurance: Over the years, I’ve had many 
brokers and consultants express frustration over using the dartboard 
approach to product selection. Even greater numbers of brokers are 
frustrated when they acquire an account that has not implemented a 
benefit strategy in their product offering. For the most part, product 
selection has become much easier these days, in that the holes to plug 
in the benefits plan designs have become easy to spot. In short, taking 
a holistic, consultative approach can help brokers prepare for the next 
phase of the benefits season.

Shaun Walti, Allstate Benefits: For me, the idea is not to throw ev-
erything in and see what sticks. Instead, it is to place the products to 
fill apparent needs.  With every case, I am interested in understanding 
what type of medical out-of-pocket exposures exist, the average age 
and income, as well as percentages of age groups and income ranges.  
I also want to know if there is ample life insurance or disability coverage 
in place.  From there, I will offer product options and plan designs and 
price-points that appear to fit best. For example, it makes no sense to 
offer critical illness as opposed to accident insurance to a group whose 
average age is 28, nor is it a good plan to load that coverage with a 
bunch of extra benefits and riders (loading the rates) when the average 
salary of the group is $25,000.

Tom O’Keefe



CALIFORNIA BROKER visit us at www.calbrokermag.com MAY 2014   33  

Steve L. Adams, Navera: The best way to tell if a particular vol-
untary benefit will provide real value to a client is to capture the 
profile of an employee and match that profile to the features of the 
voluntary product that’s being offered. If the employee purchases 
the voluntary product based on an understanding of the product’s 
value, you know you’ve provided real value to the employee and the 
employer. 

To do this matching of employee profile to a specific product, 
you can use simple queries and employee responses in decision 
support software. If the employee understands why the voluntary 
benefit is relevant to their circumstances, the result is an informed 
buying decision. The buying experience that leads to a well-informed 
decision results in higher product participation and increases the 
employee’s satisfaction with the enrollment process. 

If employees are happier with their benefits and the enrollment 
process itself, they are more likely to see the value of their benefit 
program. You know that you’ve created value for the employer when 
you have driven higher employee satisfaction and, by extension, em-
ployee retention and you’ve offloaded communications costs and 
enabled HR to allocate precious time to other strategic initiatives. 

4.  Are there certain types of voluntary benefits 
that go well with different types of employer 
groups, such as blue collar vs. white collar?

Patrick McClelland, VSP: About 80% 
of the population needs vision correc-
tion, regardless of the type of employer 
group. However, plan designs should be 
tailored to the needs of the employer 
group. For example, a manufacturing 
company may want to provide safety 
eyewear benefits while a company with 
an office environment may want to pro-
vide coverage for computer lenses. The 
important thing is to select a benefits 
partner that can provide these custom-
ized solutions.

Dan Lebish, Aflac Group Insurance: Critical illness, accident, and 
short-term disability plans tend to be appealing among blue-collar jobs. 
And our critical illness, accident, and hospital indemnity plans are in 
great demand among white and gray-collar employer groups.

Chris Hill, Spotlite: There is definitely a correlation between the type 
of voluntary benefit and the employee group that utilizes each benefit 
most, but the need for voluntary benefits in both groups is undeniable. 
Today, voluntary benefits are needed by all in order to balance high 
deductible medical plans.

Bill Deehan, Colonial Life: We don’t find significant differences across 
income levels in the overarching need for financial protection, although 
there is some variation in coverage levels for different types of employ-
er groups. Everyone, regardless of their income or assets, has some-
thing worth protecting. The opportunity for companies is to understand 
employees’ needs and help them select the right voluntary benefits 
and coverage levels that will help protect what’s most important in their 
particular situation.

Shaun Walti, Allstate Benefits: We continue to find that disability, 
accident, and critical illness products tend to sell more with blue collar 
and manufacturing types of groups, while white collar segments gravi-
tate more towards permanent life Insurance solutions. 

Steve L. Adams, Navera: The fit between voluntary benefit and em-
ployer group has less to do with blue collar versus white collar, and 
more to do with the individual employee’s understanding of the value 

of each voluntary benefit, how it fits into their benefit portfolio, and the 
premium cost versus the financial risk they face without it. High quality 
education and decision support enables employees to make informed 
decisions, which should result in the occupation having less influence 
in the decision-making process. 

Karen Gustin, LLIF, Ameritas: To the extent that white-collar work-
ers might have more discretionary income than would blue-collar work-
ers, perhaps there is a difference in the two groups, but from a needs 
standpoint, all employees are looking to protect their health and finan-
cial welfare. As a result, brokers will tailor voluntary plans based on the 
employees’ specific needs and ability to afford the premiums. 

Tom O’Keefe, Unum: It always depends on the employer, but gener-
ally all voluntary products appeal to blue-collar workers. For white-collar 
workers, I would lead with supplemental health (accident, critical ill-
ness, and hospital indemnity) offerings because they tend to under-
stand the need. Many white collar workers already have sizable life 
insurance policies and employer-paid short term disability, so unless I 
learn something about an employer that makes me believe otherwise, 
I would not commonly offer whole life or voluntary individual short term 
disability insurance. Many blue-collar groups’ employer sponsored 
plans are not as robust, so a wide variety of worksite products are 
needed. The most popular are accident, critical illness, whole life, and 
individual short-term disability insurance. 

5.  Which voluntary benefits are 
becoming more or less popular?

Chris Hill, Spotlite: As healthcare plan deductibles rise, so does the 
popularity of supplemental health benefits. Lump sum benefit products 
help many people avoid financial uncertainty when large unexpected 
medical bills arrive. Voluntary benefits like critical illness, accident, and 
other lump sum benefit products offer financial protection and cash 
benefits as assistance to high deductible plans.  

Tom O’Keefe, Unum: There is tremendous energy around supplemental 
health voluntary benefits like hospital indemnity, critical illness, and ac-
cident insurance, which help lessen the financial impact of out-of-pocket 
medical costs. These products complement an employer-funded health 
plan to help cover deductibles, co-pays and co-insurance. They feature 
an indemnity based lump sum benefit so employees can use the benefit 
as needed. Plus the wellness benefits that are often available with these 
types of plans can align nicely with an employer’s wellness efforts, pro-
moting employee preventative care to improve productivity and have a 
positive impact on overall health care costs down the road. 

Patrick McClelland, VSP:  Studies show that vision care is becoming 
more popular. It’s one of those unique benefits that, in addition to serv-
ing a preventive mechanism for early disease detection, it includes a 
fashion component.

Karen Gustin, LLIF, Ameritas: Dental 
and vision remain at the top as highly 
requested benefits. Hearing benefits 
are an area where there seems to be a 
need, both from an industry and societal 
view. Historically, new voluntary benefits 
stem from areas of life where there is 
hesitancy in providing the benefit to the 
masses within a group. When taking the 
long view, we know that the world is be-
coming louder. Thanks to earphones, cell 
phones, lawnmowers and concerts, we 
are losing our ability to hear daily. Hear-

ing insurance will be a large need in the future. Today, it is a real pre-
ventive need. 

Patrick McClelland

Karen Gustin
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Dan Lebish, Aflac Group Insurance: According to the Aflac study, 
nearly all voluntary insurance products on the market have grown 
in popularity over the past three years. Several have doubled in 
popularity from 2011 to 2013. Findings from the Life Insurance and 
Market Research Association (LIMRA) show that nearly 750,000 of 
the 1.3 million private U.S. employers offer voluntary options, mak-
ing them available to more than 90 million full-time workers. The 
LIMRA study also reveals that approximately 400,000 businesses 
are considering adding a new voluntary plan and another 120,000 
are very much interested. Finally, 30% of employers say they are 
considering voluntary insurance as a replacement to employer-paid 
and contributory benefits within the next two years. As deductibles 
and out-of-pocket costs are on the rise, any voluntary plan that in-
tegrates well with major medical plans is increasing in popularity. 
For instance, accident, critical illness and hospital indemnity are 
especially helpful in adding that extra protection when certificate 
holders need it most.

Shaun Walti, Allstate Benefits: Over the past few years, we’ve seen 
accident and critical illness products become the most dynamic and 
fastest growing segment.  These are the easiest to communicate and 
appear to resonate well with the rank and file. Placing the two in tan-
dem offers a solution that appeals to both the younger and older work-
ers.  They are also a natural fit to cover major medical out-of-pocket 
expense gaps that have been increasing over the years.  These days, 
since critical illness coverage can be used to cover a larger spectrum 
of illnesses to include heart attack, stroke, renal failure, Alzheimer’s 
and Parkinson’s disease, and even occupational HIV to name some, 
we are selling less Specified Illness types of coverages like cancer and 
heart & stroke. 

Bill Deehan, Colonial Life: There’s a 
need for all types of voluntary benefits, 
depending on an employee’s family 
health history and individual situation. 
Life and short-term disability insurance 
are standard, more traditional voluntary 
benefits. They’ve been around a long 
time, and they help establish a finan-
cial foundation so America’s workers 
have support to protect their income 
and lifestyles. The more recent volun-
tary products, such as accident, cancer, 
critical illness, and hospital confinement, 

emerged to help fill gaps not covered by major medical insurance. With 
health care costs increasing, many employers are moving to plans 
with higher deductibles and co-pays, leaving employees with greater 
financial exposure. We’ve seen an increase in group voluntary products 
during the last few years, for several reasons. They’re typically simpler 
to enroll and administer, and they can sometimes be more affordable 
because of the group rate. Insurers can also make more underwrit-
ing concessions for group products, such as guaranteed issue, so all 
employees, regardless of their health condition, can take advantage of 
the offering.  Colonial Life offers a full portfolio of group and individual 
voluntary products to meet the needs of any employer and their em-
ployees.

Steve L. Adams, Navera: Critical illness and accident plans are be-
coming more popular with the increase in HDHPs and the need to fill 
gaps in coverage.

6. How do you choose a carrier?
Shaun Walti, Allstate Benefits: There are many more carriers in 
this space today than there were even three years ago.  All the more 
important to be selective with whom you partner. I would focus on 

selecting a partner that is broker-centric.  Look for the carrier that 
emulates its distribution much like that of a group medical or life/LTD 
carrier.  Such a partner has sales and support infrastructures geared 
for strong partnerships with benefits brokers and consultants.  These 
carriers also veer away from marketing directly to employer groups 
and leave those efforts to the broker.  With regards to operations, I 
would ensure that my partner has solid experience in payroll-deduc-
tion-premium-administration. Carriers with such experience will likely 
have the right PA systems that can properly apply premiums to each 
policy within each group ensuring policies will not inadvertently lapse, 
etc. And, of course, arguably the most important consideration, I 
would want a partner that has a track record of solid claims admin-
istration:  How easy is it to submit a claim and how long does it take 
to pay that claim? 

Karen Gustin, LLIF, Ameritas: Every producer needs to understand 
the type of relationship they are looking for with their carrier represen-
tative. It’s about knowledge and trust with the rep as well as the car-
rier. Selecting a carrier strictly on price alone is a dangerous proposi-
tion. You wouldn’t select your hospital or doctor on their low price, but 
instead on their education, experience, track record, and reputation. 
All carriers are not created equal. Some have customer service calls 
answered in foreign countries to hold down costs, and some may pay 
claims in months instead of days. Look for reputation, administrative 
support, ratings, and experience.

Tom O’Keefe, Unum: The old adage, “you get what you pay for,” really 
applies in voluntary benefits. Some of the products are pretty similar, 
but in my experience, the real differences lie in administration. Volun-
tary benefits require a different level of planning and implementation 
than do medical or traditional group benefits. Experienced carriers 
have the expertise and resources to make things run smoothly. With-
out that expertise, the train can leave the rails. With the advent of the 
Affordable Care Act, many carriers are entering the voluntary market-
place. It would be prudent as a broker, to do research on the extent of 
the carrier’s administration or service support before making a recom-
mendation to their valued client.

Chris Hill, Spotlite: When deciding be-
tween carriers, it is important to look 
beyond comparing insurance plans to 
consider a carrier’s back office. Can the 
carrier bill correctly and pay claims ef-
fectively?  Does it have a track record of 
accuracy? Quality insurance is quality in-
surance, but it is important to determine 
if going with a particular carrier will end 
up causing more work and headache for 
the employer.  Select carriers have the 
added value of electronic enrollment, 
which makes the decision-making pro-

cess easier for employees and assists employers by simplifying month-
ly processing. Be sure to fully understand what added value the carrier 
is able to provide in addition to quality insurance plans.  

Bill Deehan, Colonial Life: There are a few key things to consider 
when choosing a voluntary benefits carrier:
• First, there’s experience. Look for a company with history and a prov-

en track record of success in the voluntary benefits industry. Many
new players are entering the market because they see the growth
potential of voluntary benefits. However, very few of them can offer
proven end-to-end benefit services.

• Next, there are products and capabilities. Seek product options that
meet the diverse needs of your clients. Consider the services and
strategies the carrier can provide to enhance the service you give your 
clients. What does the carrier offer that can help differentiate you

Bill Deehan

Chris Hill
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from your competition? What can they offer you and your clients that 
can make a considerable positive impact on your business and your 
clients’ bottom line? 

• Finally, there’s an ongoing quality check. Look for a carrier that mea-
sures its effectiveness and customer service, internally and through
external, unbiased research. Companies that continually scrutinize
themselves are the ones that continually improve. Companies that
are continually improving are the ones that want to be with you for the 
long haul and not just for a single enrollment.

Dan Lebish, Aflac Group Insurance: 
Brokers seek carriers and representa-
tives they believe can get it right and/
or fix it when things go wrong. Brokers 
have expectations of insurance compa-
nies and their representatives, including 
sales support, administrative support 
and claims resolutions. An A+ carrier 
rating should be a key consideration as 
well. Finally, an easily recognizable brand 
that brokers and clients can trust is very 
important. This is especially true in self-
service environments, where employees 

have much less support available to them come decision time. Here 
are several points to consider in helping your search and streamlining 
your selection process of your voluntary insurance provider:
• Three most important attributes when choosing your carrier partner:

brand recognition, good reputation, and financial strength.
• The carrier offers a full range of group voluntary products with 

guaranteed issue.
• There is a single point of contact available to address your needs 

-- from establishing your business to enrolling a client with or 
without core benefits.

• Flexible and multiple options are available to select the 
enrollment method that best fits your clients’ needs.

• The carrier provides value-added services and choices to meet 
your HR and benefit challenges from education to administra-
tive solutions.

• The carrier processes claims quickly so employees can focus on 
getting well and returning to work.

7.  When you are presenting voluntary products, 
do some types of coverages just naturally 
sell well together?

Tom O’Keefe, Unum: All of the supplemen-tal health offerings 
complement each other well. Beyond that, for me, it is more 
about understanding the client, their existing ben-efits, and their 
needs. I like to look at what products other clients in that industry 
have offered and what employees purchased, to design a plan 
that will be attractive to em-ployees. 

Dan Lebish, Aflac Group Insurance:  More than ever, employees 
can be faced with high medical expenses if they don’t have a finan-
cial plan in place. Adding voluntary insur-

ance to workers’ benefit packages helps provide added protection and 
peace of mind when they need it most. In the 2014 Aflac WorkForces 
Report, 63% of employees said they see a growing need for voluntary 
plan versus previous years.

Voluntary products dovetail nicely with one another, creating a more 
robust safety net. Bundling products and educating clients is especially 
enticing to accounts that are looking to expand their benefit offerings. 
For example, critical illness and accident insurance plans are two of the 
most popular voluntary products offerings for employee benefits pack-
ages according to the 2012 SHRM Benefits Survey. Together they help 
address the financial challenges that can follow a covered accident or 
illness. An integrated voluntary benefit strategy should match clients’ 
and brokers’ plan-design goals.

Steve L. Adams, Navera: Voluntary products sell well together when 
they are presented as part of an overall benefit portfolio strategy. To do 
this, the broker must be in a position to engage and educate employ-
ees about gaps in their medical coverage that can be filled by voluntary 
products. For example, an HDHP can be supplemented by critical ill-
ness and/or accident policies. The pressing need is to educate employ-
ees to take a portfolio view of their benefits versus making indepen-
dent decisions for each benefit.

Chris Hill, Spotlite: Critical Illness, accident, and hospital indemnity 
are great supplements to high deductible medical plans. These lump 
sum benefit plans offer financial protection and cash benefits that can 
help cover large medical bills not covered by high deductible medical 
plans. 

Dan Lebish
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Karen Gustin, LLIF, Ameritas: This is highly driven by what the pro-
ducer is comfortable explaining, as well as the needs of the group. 
A producer should analyze the current benefit offering and look for 
holes in coverage or caps in programs that can be filled with a strong 
offering of voluntary benefits. 

Bill Deehan, Colonial Life: There are some coverage types that 
pair well together to build employees’ safety nets. For example, the 
combination of life and short-term disability insurance, as a financial 
package, is a simple, effective way for employees to protect their in-
come and their families’ well being. The combination of accident and 
critical illness insurance can serve as a health-foundation package. 
These products can help employees prepare for unforeseen medical 
expenses, particularly those not fully covered by major medical insur-
ance. 

8.  How do you present voluntary benefits
in a way that doesn’t overwhelm
employees with confusing options?

Karen Gustin, LLIF, Ameritas: Employees must be able to relate 
confusing benefits to their lives and needs. Even though it’s a lot 
more work upfront, taking the time to tailor the communication to 
the actual group is critical. Communication needs to be easy to un-
derstand and straightforward. If the producer can have it reviewed 
by the HR department and/or a few employees for readability, it may 
eliminate many problems in the future and increase enrollment. 

Tom O’Keefe, Unum: Good communication to employees before and 
during the enrollment period is number one  in helping employees 
understand their options and make good benefits decisions. 

Chris Hill, Spotlite: Self-service enrollment tools present benefit op-
tions in an educational environment that’s not intimidating and helps 
employees make benefit decisions easily. 

Patrick McClelland, VSP: It all comes down to offering solutions 
that best meet the client’s needs. Most clients, particularly those that 
are self-funded, would see a noticeable cost savings by offering a 
vision benefit. At the same time, the great thing about vision care is 
that employers can offer it with little to no company cost -- something 
many companies don’t realize.

Bill Deehan, Colonial Life: It’s important for employees to under-
stand the value of the benefits their employer provides. Pre-enroll-
ment communications, group meetings, and particularly one-to-one 
benefit counseling sessions are effective in helping employees fully 
understand their benefit options as well as where they’re covered and 
where they may have some financial risk. 

Dan Lebish, Aflac Group Insurance: As much as we’ve tried to bring 
a best practices approach to this important need, we still find our-
selves in a best-fit environment when it comes to communication. 
Meaning, this is best accomplished by asking a lot of questions, and 
then crafting a solution that often includes many forms of media and 
technology platforms.

Also, tapping the resources of a top-notch benefits communica-
tion firm has remained very popular. Helping support this trend 
is that more sophisticated medical plan designs are starting to 
appear in California. I’ve had a number of consultants convey that 
this trend seems to be less about rate-slope, and more about em-
ployers wishing to have their employees more engaged in making 
wiser healthcare choices. Thus, using an enrollment firm to com-
municate how the voluntary plans fit is a great way to help employ-
ees make the switch away from a more expensive, traditional PPO 
option.

Steve L. Adams, Navera: An animated and interactive guide can act 

as both an educator and consultant as employees make their benefit 
selections. Once employees select their benefits, those choices can 
be passed directly to the enrollment system to ensure a seamless 
experience during the enrollment process. 

9. Do you see more unbundling of
voluntary benefit options?

Karen Gustin, LLIF, Ameritas: The unbundling of ancillary from 
medical has always been the norm, and we are seeing this even more 
since the introduction of the Affordable Care Act. Minimum loss ratios 
are increasing producers’ need for ancillary benefits, and mandated 
community rating can be a negative to many groups. The producer 
should be able to select and build a voluntary product that exactly 
meets the needs of the employer, and is selected from the best car-
rier for that specific coverage. 

Tom O’Keefe, Unum: It has created high visibility for certain volun-
tary benefits. Many clients are asking their brokers for voluntary offer-
ings. And beyond strong client engagement, the distribution channel 
for voluntary has been blown wide open. In the past, worksite benefit 
specialists were the only ones marketing voluntary, but with heath 
care reform, traditional group brokers and consultants have entered 
the voluntary market in a big way. 

How has health reform affected the 
market for voluntary benefits?
Steve L. Adams, Navera: With ACA, consumer-driven healthcare 
that accelerated with public exchanges was even more broadly 
accelerated by the introduction of defined contribution plans and 
private healthcare exchanges. With defined contribution plans and 
private exchanges, many of the traditional communication and edu-
cation vehicles (group meetings, worksite agents, HR Q&A) disap-
peared  entirely, leaving individual employees without the education 
and decision support they need across their entire portfolio of ben-
efits. As a result, the ACA has driven, indirectly, a need to provide 
more comprehensive, more effective, and more cost-effective self-
service benefit engagement, education and decision support so 
that employees can make well-informed decisions that meet their 
financial and wellness goals. In addition, limited medical plans are 
driving a need for products that cover the gaps in coverage left by 
these plans.

Bill Deehan, Colonial Life: Although most voluntary products 
aren’t directly affected by health care reform, it’s more important 
than ever for employers and employees to have help navigating the 
requirements, responsibilities, and options of health care reform. 
Many of America’s workers are taking on greater responsibility for 
making decisions about and paying for their health care coverage 
and other types of benefits. They’ll need to be more knowledgeable 
about what they need. With any type of health care plan, there will 
still be out-of-pocket costs related to coverage and treatment. Em-
ployees will still need a way to pay the bills if they’re recovering 
from an illness or injury. We’re also seeing more brokers enter the 
voluntary benefit market to diversify their offerings and supplement 
income they may be losing as a result of health care reform man-
dates. This is a great time for brokers to explore voluntary benefits.

Karen Gustin, LLIF, Ameritas: Changes in regulations are making 
it impossible to predict exact changes in the voluntary market. What 
we do know is that Americans are not going to settle for anything 
less than they had prior to health reform. This drive for the best will 
keep voluntary benefits a viable option for many years to come. q 
––––––––
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