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tronic-based administrative
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disadvantages of adopting these
processes.

We welcome your comments and
suggestions regarding this issue
of our technical bulletin. For
more information on this Ben-
efit Advisor, please contact your
Account Manager or visit the
McGraw Wentworth web site at
www.mcgrawwentworth.com.

tools to streamline administrative pro-
cesses. While these tools, in many in-
stances, eliminate paperwork and ease
administration, you
must use them prop-
erly to manage
your data effec-
tively.

This Advisor dis-
cusses the various |
electronic tools an
organization can
use to manage com-
munication and en-
rollment. These
tools include:

e Electronic communication options

¢ Vendor programs for data man-
agement

e Software programs for managing
specific tasks

e Internet enrollment software

This Advisor will discuss the advantages
and disadvantages of each of these tools
and the key issues to consider before
your organization adopts any strategy.

Electronic documents: Tech-
nology has come a long way in
the last 10 years.
Your organization can
convert many of your
communication tools
to ADOBE PDF files and
e-mail them to your
employees. The wide
availability of ADOBE
has made an elec-
tronic communication
more feasible. ADOBE
also limits the ability
of anyone to alter any
document communicated in that
format. In addition, many
carriers offer electronic enroll-
ment and communication
materials. You can e-mail
electronic documents to your
employees or post the docu-
ments on your Intranet, instead
of sending them through the
mail.

Intranet Site: Many companies
have designed Intranet sites as a
corporate communication tool.
These sites offer corporate
information, training, employee
news and benefits information.
Continued on Page 2
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Some organizations will
simply post electronic
documents on the Intranet
site and use the site to
streamline information
requests. Other organizations
will use the Intranet site more
as a communication tool.
They will include descriptions
of benefit plans, discussions
of when changes can be made,
frequently
asked ques-
tions, instruc-
tions for filing
claims, and so
on.

¢ Internet
Benefits
Website: You
can also use
Internet
websites to post benefit
information. Using the
Internet frequently means an
outside vendor will host the
site. Your organization can
choose a vendor that special-
izes in Benefits and Human
Resources Websites. These
vendors may offer a more
polished site and better
navigational tools than your
organization can create in-
house. Moreover, it is easy to
expand content when you use
an outside vendor to develop
the Internet site. If security
is an issue, you can use
security protocols to keep
your content accessible only
to your employees.
Your organization has
tremendous flexibility in
deciding what benefit
information to include on its
site. Information to consider
includes:

» New hire benefits informa-
tion

> Open enrollment informa-
tion

> Employee handbook

» Human Resource forms and
procedures

» Information on wellness
initiatives
» Summary Plan Descriptions

> Privacy Notice

Every organization will want to in-
clude different information. The best
way to determine what information

you can pro-
vide electroni-
cally is to ex-
amine all your
standard em-
ployee com-
munication.
Then decide
which infor-
mation you
can put on an

internal or external site.

Key Considerations

In general, communicating electroni-
cally is more efficient than sending
material by U.S mail. However, cer-
tain documents have delivery restric-
tions:

Summary Plan Descriptions
(SPDs): The Department of
Labor does allow employers to
deliver SPDs electronically.
However, a number of require-
ments must be met in order for
the document to be considered
delivered. The final requlations
address two categories of
individuals:

> Employees with reqular
computer access as part of
their job duties at the
workplace.

> Individuals without regular
computer access at the
workplace.

The requirements for employees
without reqular computer
access are more restrictive and
difficult to administer.

The requirements for both
categories are outlined on
page 3.

Your organization will need to
carefully consider what makes
sense in deciding if SPDs
should be delivered electroni-
cally.

e COBRA General Notices:
While COBRA notifications
must generally meet the same
standards as SPDs for elec-
tronic document delivery, the
electronic method will not
meet the requirement to
deliver the notice to all
qualified beneficiaries.
Therefore, COBRA notices
should not be delivered
electronically.

e Privacy Notices and Medi-
care Creditable Coverage
Notices: Both of these
notices have more stringent
electronic delivery require-
ments than the DOL standard
requirements. If either of
these notices is delivered
electronically, your organiza-
tion must receive affirmative
consent for electronic
delivery. This makes the
electronic process less
efficient.

Another concern your organization
should address when moving to
electronic communications is con-
tent management. Your electronic
resources must deliver correct in-
formation. Itisimperative to know
the content you are maintaining
electronically in order to make any
necessary changes.

Finally, many organizations have
built extensive communication net-
works, only to discover their em-
ployees do not use the electronic
resources. It makes sense. Benefit
issues only occur periodically dur-
ing the year; therefore, the old

Continued on Page 3




habit of calling human resources
with requests will die hard. When
you launch your Intranet or
Internet website, keep in mind how
your organization will compel em-
ployees to use the site. Include a
section for “What's New” and en-
courage your employees to check
the “What's New” section fre-
quently. Once an employee be-
comes accustomed to using your
site to check the latest news, us-
ing the site for benefits informa-
tion will be less daunting.

Vendor Programs for Data
Management

Vendors often offer their clients
tools to simplify the administra-
tive process. For example, Blue
Cross Blue Shield, Aetna and oth-
ers allow employers to enter eligi-
bility changes electronically. Blue
Cross currently uses a dial-up con-
nection. Aetna allows additions,
terminations and changes to be
processed over the Internet. In
these arrangements, the benefit
administrator will be responsible
for managing the plan’s enrollment.
While it seems this process would
require more time to administer,
organizations report this approach
saves time and improves efficiency.

Key Considerations

To begin evaluating your options,
ask your vendors what programs
they offer and decide whether those
tools will simplify your adminis-
trative process.

Evaluate how useful the tool will
be to your organization. For ex-
ample, Aetna offers electronic en-
rollment through its website. How-
ever, if your organization offers
three other health plan options and
uses different dental and life carri-
ers, only a small segment of your
administrative process can be man-
aged electronically. It will prob-
ably end up being more work to

collect paper data for some carriers
and electronic data for Aetna.

Software Programs for
Managing Specific Tasks

Your organization could consider
purchasing software designed to
manage certain benefit administra-
tion processes. Many software op-
tions are available, including:

e (COBRA tracking and manage-
ment software

¢ Leave of absence software
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* Training programs available
electronically (COBRA, FMLA,
HIPAA Privacy, and so on)

These programs focus on managing
one aspect of benefits administra-
tion and generally will not inte-
grate with any of your other data
management systems.

Key Considerations

Generally these cost-effective pro-
grams will improve your adminis-
trative process. For organizations

Continued on Page 4

Employees With Regular Computer Access

In order to meet ERISA requirements, your organization must:

* (reate a delivery method that notifies you when the information has
been received. When you e-mail the documents to an individual,
your e-mail system should have a way to notify you of undelivered

mail.

Ensure the delivery method protects the confidentiality of each
individual's personal information relating to the benefit plan.

Provide the materials consistent with style, format and content
requirements of the specific document.

Include a message with the document that explains the significance
of the document and the individual’s right to request a paper copy

free of charge.

Employees Without Regular Computer Access

In order to e-mail documents to individuals who do not have regular
computer access, you must request consent to deliver electronically that:

 Identifies any software/hardware necessary to receive information.

e Advises them that they may withdraw consent to receive informa-
tion electronically at any time and explain how to withdraw

consent.

Informs them that they can request a free paper copy.

You must receive consent in order to deliver the documents elec-

tronically.

e If you intend to e-mail the documents, the employee must provide

an accessible e-mail address.

If you change the format for sending information, you must notify
the employee of the revised hardware/software needs, remind the
employee he or she may still withdraw consent and have the
employee confirm in writing his or her consent to receive the

document in the new format.
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that still manage many of these pro-
cesses manually, software programs
can be a tremendous help. If your
organization does not have a reli-
able record keeping system, these
software programs also will help
manage the administrative records.

However, these programs do have
drawbacks. They are discrete soft-
ware packages and, therefore, may
not easily integrate with your cur-
rent HRIS or benefit administrative
system. These programs may not
result in a significant reduction of
paperwork as they generally man-
age the process and cannot replace
any necessary notice requirements.

Internet Enrollment
Software

Internet enrollment software is de-
signed to allow your organization
to collect data at open enrollment.
Some software packages can also
handle new hire enrollment and
mid-year status changes. Using the
Internet as a data collection tool
for enrollment information should
streamline the enrollment process.
Many vendors will sell their services
with the idea that enrollment be-
comes paperless. In many cases,
that will not be true, but certainly
paperwork will be reduced.

Electronic enrollment is far from
easy or simple. In fact, the process
takes a great deal of oversight and
auditing to ensure it is effective. Ini-
tially, it may even take your orga-
nization more time to manage an
electronic enrollment system. These
systems are not magic; it is essen-
tial to consider the process for col-
lecting data over the Internet care-
fully before you implement an en-
rollment system.

Typically, the process includes set-
ting up a designated website where
an employee must enter a user name
and a password the employer has
usually assigned. Almost all enroll-

ment programs require employees to
change their passwords when they
log into the enrollment system. The
enrollment system then prompts the
employee through a series of screens
to collect enrollment information for
all the employer benefit plans. When
you build an enrollment website,
consider the following:

e What plans should be included?

e What business rules should be
established to manage the
process effectively?

> Time frame for enrolling a
new hire.

> Time frame
for allowing
changesin
family status.

> Control of
permissible
changes when
family status
changes.

» Management
of new hire waiting period.

> Optional life insurance or
evidence of insurability
limits.

> Vendor limits that may
affect your organization’s
ahility to collect data for
your process. For example,
many Michigan employers
charge an additional
premium to cover depen-
dents age 19-25, typically
called family continuation.
While this is somewhat
common in Michigan, it is
not common in other states.
Can your vendor program
handle the family continua-
tion option?

e How will life insurance benefi-
ciary designations be handled?
The enrollment software can
collect the designation, but
you need to ask whether your
life carrier will allow the
electronic collection process.

Some carriers will require
employees to complete their
beneficiary designation form.
Completing the form should
be part of the enrollment
process.

e How will evidence of insur-
ability be administered for a
voluntary life program?
Many carriers will require
hard copies of their evidence
of insurability forms. If this
is the case, these forms must
also be integrated into the
enrollment process. Can the

system

handle
processing
only life
insurance
amounts up
to the
guarantee
issue
amount
until any
additional
amounts
have been approved by the
carrier?

* How will the initial data be
imported into the Internet
program? Initial data entry
is necessary so individuals can
log onto the website and have
their enrollment process
personalized. Typically
importing this data can be
done with a file extracted
from payroll or your HRIS
system, but you need to
understand the details of this
process. It often helps to
have historical and personal
data loaded into the system
to limit the amount of
information employees need
to input.

Your enrollment steps must coor-
dinate with your enrollment
vendor's standard process.

Continued on Page 5




The other key area of electronic
data management is exchanging
enrollment data electronically
with the necessary vendors. Once
your organization sets up the en-
rollment site, the information is
collected and stored in a database,
but that is only part of the pro-
cess. The next step involves ex-
tracting the data to be fed to the
various vendors that need the in-
formation:

e HRIS system
e Payroll system
e Medical plan vendor

* Dental plan vendor and so on

These data exchanges are more dif-
ficult than a vendor will lead you
to believe. The data files can be
extracted in two ways:

e Changes only file - this
type of extract pulls data
only from the database if
there has been a change
since the last data transfer.
Changes only files include
only a subset of the total
enrollment and reflect only
the records to which changes
have been made.

¢ Positive load file - the
positive load file is a full
eligibility file. The informa-
tion on a positive load file
completely overwrites the
current eligibility file in the
vendor’s system.

Both of these options are difficult
and errors do occur. When an er-
ror occurs, quite frequently, the
subscriber record with the error
will be erased from the carrier sys-
tem. Your organization should
reqularly audit the eligibility files
in your Internet enrollment data-
base with your carrier’s eligibil-
ity file to make sure enrollees are
not inadvertently losing their cov-
erage.

Vendors for Internet enrollment so-
lutions vary. Some vendors sell en-
rollment software. HRIS vendors will
frequently offer a module that will
allow for electronic data collection.
Payroll companies have jumped on
the bandwagon as well and have be-
gun to offer Internet enrollment ca-
pabilities.

Vendors differ significantly on the
support they offer with their prod-
ucts. Some vendors will simply sell
the enrollment

software and
provide train-
ing. Your or-
ganization is
responsible for
creating the
site and man-
aging the data
extract pro-
cess.

Other

vendors offer much more help in cre-
ating the site and managing data ex-
changes. You need to know how in-
volved your vendor will be in help-
ing you manage the enrollment pro-
cess.

Key Considerations

Electronic enrollment is complicated
and needs to be managed properly
to ensure its effectiveness. You need
to consider a number of issues:

Compatibility- the vendor you
select should be able to
electronically communicate
with your other vendors. Find
out how successful their data
exchanges have been and
whether your enrollment
vendor currently transfers data
for other clients with your
vendors. If you purchase a
software process from a current
vendor (such as your HRIS
vendor or your payroll
vendor), will updates between
these systems be automatic and
occur in real time?
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Carrier Feeds: Data transfers
with carriers, payroll and HRIS
are more complicated than
they appear. Make sure one
person in your organization
understands the process
completely and coordinates
with the various vendors.
Regular audits of database
accuracy are essential.

Access to System: Access has
really two components. The
first is physical
and technologi-
cal requirements.
The second is
comprehension
issues such as
literacy, lan-
guage barriers
and comfort with
using Internet.

4

Physical and technical issues
can include:

> Browser compatibility -
some systems will require a
certain type of browser as
well as a certain version of
the browser. While the
company can offer the
correct browsers at work,
do not forget to consider
browsers employees access
from home.

> E-mail filters - E-mail
filters may become an issue
if you send an e-mail to
employees to link them to
the enrollment site. This
e-mail may be considered
spam and blocked by a
spam filter.

> System updates: How often
does the vendor release
new versions of their
software or provide
updates? Will these
updates affect system
capabilities, browser
requirements, e-mail filters
and so on?

Continued on Page 6
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> Access for all: Access for
employees that work with
computers all day long
should not be an issue;
however, do not lose sight
of employees who do not
use the computer every
day. Your organization
needs to create areas
where these employees can
access the Internet to
complete the enrollment
process.

Comprehension issues may be
more difficult to resolve:

> Language barriers: If many
employees speak a
language other than
English, you will need to
overcome the language
barrier so the system can
be used effectively.

> Illiteracy: This issue is a
concern for any enroll-
ment process. If an
employee’s only access to
the enrollment site is at
work and he or she cannot
read, the tool will not be
effective.

> Comfort level: If your
employees are not com-
fortable with the Internet,
the enrollment process
will be difficult. It may
make sense to teach them
the Internet basics before
you launch an online
enrollment tool.

e Pended records: Pended
records will also pose prob-
lems. The most common
pended record will occur
when an individual applies for
a life insurance amount above
the evidence of insurability
threshold. It is important to
understand how the pended
record is handled in the
enrollment database, how the
records are communicated to
the employee and applicable

vendors and also, how the
record will be finalized.

These issues are only a handful of
considerations for Internet enroll-
ment. If your organization is
launching a new enrollment site,
you need to understand the pro-
cess in detail. You must also test
the application thoroughly before
you activate it for all employees.

Conclusion

Managing employee benefits plans
has become more complex over the
years. Organizations are looking
at many options for streamlining
the benefit process. A natural
choice is to use the Internet or your
company Intranet to communicate
with your em-
ployees and to
enroll them in
benefit plans.
This electronic
communica-
tion will speed
the process. In
addition, em-
ployees will
become more
self-sufficient when they can easily
access information electronically.

The simplest way to streamline the
process is to deliver communica-
tion materials electronically. The
enrollment process, however, is a

complex data collection operation.
Many organizations looking to
streamline this process are begin-
ning to offer Internet enrollment.
In the long run, this approach
should save time and be more ef-
fective than the manual process.
But it is a process that will require
a tremendous amount of work ini-
tially in setting up the system and
monitoring its effectiveness. In ad-
dition, many vendors oversell their
system capabilities making it more
difficult to implement their pro-
grams.

Organizations should thoroughly
review their options before they
adopt an electronic system. These
programs require regular mainte-
nance and tenacious management
in order to be ef-
fective enroll-
ment tools.

Launch these ini-
tiatives only after
you have carefully
investigated pro-
gram capabilities
and checked ref-
erences.

If you have any questions about
electronic communication and data
management, please contact your
McGraw Wentworth Account Direc-
tor. MW
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