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Reaching out

With a Hispanic working population that's expected to double in the next 20 years, voluntary benefits providers increase their efforts to reach this growing market

By Andrea Davis

May 24, 2010

For many employees, insurance lingo can be hard to decipher at the best of times. But for employees' whose first language isn't English, decoding the complex world of voluntary benefits can seem like an impossible task.

And with a growing multicultural workforce, plan sponsors and providers are faced with an even greater communications challenge.

The Pew Research Center notes that within two decades the Hispanic share of the workforce will more than double to 31%. But Hispanic employees aren't necessarily as steeped in the workplace benefits culture as their non-Hispanic co-workers.

They're not always familiar with insurance products, because the benefits aren't offered in their country of origin, are seen as a luxury item, or are provided by the government. In many Latin American countries, for example, the government provides medical insurance.

"Insurance is just not a consumer good in many of these countries," says Bilda AcuÃ±a, assistant vice president, Hispanic markets, with Unum. "So the base knowledge of how these insurance products work is not there. You really have to start from a more basic level of education than you do with a non-Hispanic group."

Unum recently launched a series of videos in Spanish, designed to educate Hispanic employees about the company's suite of voluntary and core benefits products. The company hired a Miami-based advertising agency that specializes in Hispanic marketing to develop the 11 videos, which use easy-to-understand terms and eliminate complex insurance jargon.

"Our voluntary accident product is selected by 44% of the Hispanics we enroll. The reason it's popular is because the name of the product is straightforward and easy to understand, and the payout is real simple," says AcuÃ±a. "So in the video we give examples of the types of accidents it covers. We try to get to the nuts and bolts - a simple explanation of what the product is and why someone needs it."

The videos are just the latest effort by Unum to reach out to its Hispanic customers. Over the past year, the company has beefed up its bilingual benefits counselors across the country, hired a bilingual manager to manage the group, and created a dedicated team of bilingual claims specialists in its Glendale, Calif. office.

"We want to make sure from every key customer touch point that we're able to provide good quality service in Spanish," says AcuÃ±a. "And that means from your first interaction at enrollment through to customer service all the way to claims. A lot of the data show that one in five-or-six Hispanics don't know how to file a claim. They don't understand the process. So we wanted to make sure our back office was going to be able to support this business."

Multilingual services
More and more, insurance providers are recognizing the importance of offering multilingual services. ING has added to its multicultural sales staff and support over the past couple of years.

"We understand it's not a homogeneous population," says Jim Foley, head of voluntary underwriting, with ING. "There are cultures within the Hispanic market, whether it's Caribbean, Cuban, Mexican, Puerto Rican. The Asian market is the same. A lot of partners we work with have enrollment people who speak a variety of languages."

Aflac, meanwhile, adapted a number of its marketing campaigns, including one designed to educate businesses and consumers about the firm's voluntary insurance products, in 2009 and 2010 for the Hispanic market.

The company also recently unveiled aflacenespanol.com, a Spanish Web site, and last year launched a comprehensive recruiting campaign designed to attract bilingual insurance agents.

"Many of our benefit advisers are bilingual, particularly in high-concentration markets," says Elena Wu, group marketing officer with Guardian, which also offers callers to its employee benefit hotline service in Spanish and several other languages. "The ability to communicate through multiple channels that are easy to access in the first language is an important component of educating employees so they have that understanding of the benefit that's being offered."

Jim Gemus, vice president of life product management for Prudential's group insurance business, agrees. "Part of the effectiveness of voluntary is that employees understand the benefits," he says. "So if you don't adapt your systems and communications into Spanish, certain populations could have a harder time understanding." Prudential offers Web enrollment, including evidence of insurability questionnaires, in Spanish.

"Employers almost expect it now from their vendors, that they be able to communicate in Spanish," notes Chris Covill, partner and national practice leader in Mercer's integrated benefits practice. "I've had more multilingual requests than just Spanish."

Covill maintains that communicating voluntary benefits to multigenerational employees presents a bigger challenge for employers than the language and cultural issue. "How do you communicate effectively with various demographics? The way you communicate with someone who's 51 is a whole lot different than the way you communicate with someone who's 25. So I think the real pressure and challenge today is finding multimedia ways to communicate your benefits to a pretty diverse population of employees."

Communicating value
About two-thirds (67%) of the U.S. working population has life insurance, and just 34% of Hispanics do, says AcuÃ±a. "Even just with the most basic benefit, Hispanics are underinsured. It presents a tremendous opportunity for carriers," she says.

Unum creates its benefits education materials from scratch, using a neutral Spanish that takes into account the fact that Hispanics in the U.S. can come from 25 different Latin American countries.

"We're writing with the Spanish speaker in mind, we're writing with the level of education we most commonly see among consumers and knowing that many of them just don't have that basic understanding of benefits to begin with," says AcuÃ±a, who sees two main gaps in the industry's efforts to reach out to the Hispanic market.

Employers and providers need to put much more emphasis on pre-enrollment education for Hispanics.

"Brokers, enrollment firms and employers all need to see that it's not enough to just hit an employee at the time of enrollment with a bunch of information," she says. "You have to start setting the stage ahead of time. Give people a chance to talk it over with their families, look at their budgets and look at their plans so they're really making informed decisions. And for Spanish speakers that's even more important."

And while many carriers offer services and educational materials in Spanish, AcuÃ±a says she hears over and over again that "carriers aren't getting the word out enough about what their capabilities in Spanish are, especially in those key markets like California, Texas, Florida, New York, New Jersey, Chicago. So employers end up reinventing the wheel, creating their own materials that maybe the carrier could have provided, not knowing who to go to if they have a lot of Spanish speakers who need specialized help during enrollment. They just don't know which carriers have those capabilities."

As for other trends in the voluntary market, brokers and carriers are optimistic that 2010 will see increased sales of voluntary products. According to Eastbridge Consulting's Voluntary Insurance Confidence Index, 83% of brokers expect increases in sales in 2010, while 88% of carriers do.

"The worksite market is growing at a time when a lot of other product lines and distribution channels are not," says Erich Sternberg, president, AlwaysCare Benefits. "We're definitely seeing growth and continuing demand in the voluntary product realm."

With the recession, one might expect sales of voluntary benefits to take a nose dive as employees have less discretionary spending. But that doesn't appear to be the case.

"The economy really hasn't been a factor for us," says Foley, who maintains that despite the bad economy, employees for the most part still value voluntary insurance products. "I think the bigger factor for us is that maybe the opportunity to sell the products is lower because employers aren't hiring people."

Unum's sales trends show that insurance products that can help ease the burden of medical expenses are particularly popular. In the past three years, the company has seen its accident insurance product grow by 45%, its short-term disability coverage product grow by 22%, and its critical illness offering grow by 9%.

"Health care is certainly a front-and-center issue right now. And what we've seen over the past year or so is somewhat of a shift in terms of product selection," says Ron Sanders, senior vice president, director of sales, with Aflac. "They [employees] tend to be choosing more hospitalization-type benefits - hospital indemnity, for example. Employees are using it because their copays and deductibles are higher so they're looking to fill those gaps."

As employers continue to shift more responsibility for medical coverage onto employees, "what we see is a lot of growth in the critical illness product or an accident product that supplements your medical," says Foley.

Sanders also sees an evolution in the way voluntary benefits are marketed to employers. "Brokers are now understanding that consumers are going to buy these products, and they would like to also assist in making sure that they have them made available," he says. "I don't know many brokers that aren't looking at voluntary benefits to bring value to their employer-clients. That has been an industry shift."

It's an industry shift that has made the procurement process a bit more difficult, says Lawrence Singer, senior vice president with Segal. "Today, where the [voluntary] sale is more needs-oriented and group-specific, it's hard to figure out what employees' needs are," he says. "So the procurement process takes some investment but yields dividends and higher rates of penetration

