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1. Introduction to the Marketplace Survey Improvement Guide
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Roadmap for How to Use the Guide (Figure 1.1.)
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Why Improving Consumer Experience Is Worth Your While 
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How You Can Use the Marketplace Survey Results 
and This Guide 
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Who Developed This Guide? 
The Marketplace Survey Improvement 
Guide was produced by American 
Institutes for Research (AIR) under 
contract to CMS. AIR conducted 
extensive research, including a 
literature review and interviews with 
experts, to identify the best available 
evidence on strategies and 
interventions that have enabled 
organizations to improve the 
consumer experience. In addition, an 
informal advisory group of 
Marketplace staff members provided 
feedback throughout the guide’s 
development. The CAHPS 
Improvement Guide 
(https://cahps.ahrq.gov/quality-
improvement/improvement-
guide/improvement-guide.html), 
sponsored and supported by the 
Agency for Healthcare Research and 
Quality (AHRQ) and CMS, served as 
a model for this guide. 
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Moving From Identifying Problems to Identifying 
Solutions 
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Strategies to Improve Consumer Experience Organized by Goal (Table 1.1) 
Goal 1: Give Consumers Accurate and Relevant 

Information in a Timely Manner 
Goal 2: Help Consumers Understand and Use Information 

Strategy 1: Apply website usability principles Strategy 5: Use plain language  

Strategy 2: Optimize your call center’s operations Strategy 6: Offer plan selection shortcuts 

Strategy 3: Develop consumer-focused staff Strategy 7: Enhance your Marketplace’s cultural competence  

Strategy 4: Define customer service challenges and share 
effective solutions with your staff 

 

2
����
�������#���	��
�#�������������
�����
���� ���'�	��;��
�������)���)����
��

���
�

������
��	��
��

�������
�	��)���������#��
�������	�������
��
''�	��
#��
�	�����)���������
#�	��
�	������'��
�	�������!����8:���#���	 ��������
B!:�C;�'
	��������;��
����
�����
	������#��	�
���
'��#����'
	����	
��
�������

�����
����
#�������
����
'�
�
'
	����

��

����#�)���
�	���)������
#��������
��	���'��
����������&�#�	����8&���������#���	 ��������B&&�C;�

�
����
���	���
#;��
��������
���
�'
����

����	
��
���

����	�4�����	��
����������#�����

�������	������
#��
����
��	�����;���������G������
	�
	��
�3���

���

 

� �������	�
���
������������������
���� ������



 

2. How to Interpret and Use the Marketplace Survey Results 

Key Points 
This section explains how the results of the Marketplace Survey are presented and suggests ways to use the survey results to 
determine where your Marketplace should focus its improvement efforts. It discusses: 
� The types of information you can find in the report with your Marketplace’s survey results. 
� Ways to assess the performance of your Marketplace in specific areas.  
� What you can learn by looking at changes in performance over time.  
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Rating, Composite, and Single-Item Measures 
in the Marketplace Survey (Exhibit 2.1) 
Rating measures are individual survey questions that ask respondents to 
assess their experience overall and with specific aspects of the Marketplace. 
� Consumers’ rating of the Marketplace. 
�� Consumers’ willingness to recommend the Marketplace. 
�� Consumers’ rating of the Marketplace website. 
�� Consumers’ rating of the call center. 
�� Consumers’ rating of in-person assistance. 
Composite measures combine multiple survey questions that are related 
both statistically and conceptually.  
�� How easily consumers can provide information about family and 

income. 
�� Getting information and help from the website. 
�� Getting information and help from the call center. 
�� Getting information and help from in-person assisters. 
�� How easily consumers can get information to choose a health plan. 
�� How easily consumers can find out which health plans offer therapeutic 

and home health services. 
�� Getting information in a needed language or format.  
Single-item measures are individual survey questions that ask respondents 
about specific interactions with the Marketplace, what problems occurred, 
and the reasons for consumer’s responses to certain questions. 
�� How respondents provided or reviewed household information.  
�� Reasons why respondents did not get information they needed from 

the website.  
�� Information on the website that was hard to understand. 
�� Reasons why respondents did not get the information or help they 

needed when they called the call center. 
�� Information from the call center that was hard to understand.  
�� Reasons why respondents did not get information or help they needed 

when meeting with an assister. 
�� Information from assisters that was hard to understand. 

What You Will Find in Your 
Marketplace Survey Results 
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�� Frequency distributions for single-item measures���
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What to Look for in Your Marketplace Survey Results  
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3.  Deciding Where to Focus Your Improvement Efforts

Key Points 
� Once you identify areas in need of improvement, you need to establish priorities.  

� Targeting improvement efforts requires you to identify the underlying causes of problems.  
�� You can use several techniques to identify the root cause. 
�� You may need to review or gather more information to understand why the problem is occurring. 
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�� Which improvement targets would be in line 
with the priorities of Marketplace leaders and 
external stakeholders?�B!�������)���6�/�C�

Keeping Marketplace Leaders 
Engaged in Improvement 
Efforts (Exhibit 3.1)  

Leadership support and involvement is the number one factor 
associated with the success of performance improvement 
projects. Be sure your Marketplace’s leadership is supportive 
of whatever improvement strategies you undertake and is 
prepared to make sufficient resources available. Leadership 
involvement may also be needed to remove barriers to 
change.i

����!��7���	���
��
'���������
#�����
�!�	�����;��������"��
�	����!�	������1#��
���	���

��B�J//;�1�	��C���������	����
���������
����0DD�����	����
�D?������D�

�)
�D,J5�#'�D?���������	
����
���#'�

, ii

���K
���	;�L��(��B�JJ.;�L�
��	�C��+��#�
�����
��0������	�
�'
	����

��''
	���'������������	��������	�������	� B/C;�M->/J6��"��	����#�'	
��
�����0DD�)	�
	�D�JJ.DJ/D���#�
�8���
��8���8�	�
�'
	����

8�''
	��8'����

  

>> Learn more: See appendix B for talking points you can 
use for presentations to Marketplace leaders, 
colleagues, and stakeholders about the importance of 
improving the consumer experience with the 
Marketplace and how the Marketplace Survey results 
can help. Once the improvement effort is underway, 
periodic progress reports can also help to keep leaders 
informed and engaged. 
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SMART Aim Statements 
(Exhibit 3.2)  
�� Specific: Be as specific as possible about 

what needs to change and how to change it. 
�� Measurable: Identify how the impact of the 

change will be measured. 
�� Attainable: Develop a solution that is doable 

for staff. 
�� Relevant: Develop a solution that will lead to 

improvement in Marketplace Survey results. 
�� Time-bound: Establish a timeline for the 

performance improvement plan. 
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Identifying the Underlying Causes of a Low 
Survey Score  
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Four Approaches to Collecting 
Information (Exhibit 3.3) 
� Process observation. Observe call center staff, assisters,

and others interacting with consumers by both listening to
and seeing what does and doesn’t occur. Document each
observation on a recording sheet or checklist.3

� One-on-one interviews. Formal and informal interviews with
consumers and staff serving consumers can provide insight
into problems. People on the front lines often know best what
is and isn’t working. Use a semi-structured interviewing
technique that includes a list of topics to cover but that also
allows the interviewee to bring up additional topics that are
relevant to understanding the problem. Ideally, interviews
should be conducted with at least six people of each type
(e.g., six consumers and six staff).4

� Focus groups. Focus groups can capture the opinions and
perceptions of consumers or staff in a relatively short time.
Using an interview guide, a moderator leads a discussion
about a given topic with a group of six to 10 individuals,
generally for 60 to 120 minutes. The conversation is often
dynamic, with participants adding to what others say. Two
focus groups are recommended to increase the chances that
major issues are uncovered.5 If resources are limited, the
improvement team could informally facilitate a discussion as
part of a staff meeting or other planned event.

� Small-scale surveys. Even though the Marketplace Survey
report presents your Marketplace’s results, it may be
necessary to ask consumers or staff about specific issues.
This method can be done in-person, in writing, electronically,
or by telephone. The team identifies the purpose of a survey,
develops questions, specifies the characteristics of the
people to survey (“respondents”), conducts the survey, and
summarizes the results.
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4. Strategies and Interventions for Improving the Consumer’s
Experience with the Marketplace
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Suggested Strategies for Each Topic Addressed in the Marketplace Survey (Table 4.1) 

Marketplace Survey 
Topics 

Suggested Strategies 

Strategy 1: 
Apply 

website 
usability 

principles 

Strategy 2: 
Optimize 
your call 
center’s 

operations 

Strategy 3: 
Develop 

consumer-
focused 

staff 

Strategy 4: 
Share 

effective 
solutions 

Strategy 5: 
Use plain 
language 

Strategy 6: 
Offer plan 
selection 
shortcuts 

Strategy 7: 
Enhance 
cultural 

competence 
How easily consumers can 
provide information about 
family and income 

� � � 

Getting information and help 
from the website � � � � � � 

Getting information and help 
from the call center � � � � � � 

Getting information and help 
from in-person assisters � � � � � 

How easily consumers can 
get information to choose a 
health plan 

� � � � � 

How easily consumers can 
find out which health plans 
offer therapeutic and home 
health services 

� � � � � 

Getting information in a 
needed language or format � � � 
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Improvement Interventions to Consider for Each Strategy (Table 4.2) 
Strategies Interventions to Improve Consumer Experience Page 

Strategy 1: Apply 
website usability 
principles 

� Develop measurable performance goals for website usability.
� Implement best practices in website usability.
� Periodically assess the usability of your Marketplace’s website.

12 

Strategy 2: Optimize 
your call center’s 
operations 

� Assess call center performance to identify problems and track progress.
� Use workforce management planning and systems to optimize staffing.
� Establish processes for preparing for and managing high call volumes.
� Engage employees to reduce burnout.
� Manage outsourced call center contracts effectively.

18 

Strategy 3: Develop 
consumer-focused staff 

� Develop a consumer-focused organizational culture.
� Recruit employees with the right customer service skills, experience, and philosophy.
� Support and develop employees to improve their interpersonal and communication skills.

27 

Strategy 4: Define 
customer service 
challenges and share 
effective solutions with 
your staff 

� Conduct regular meetings with frontline staff and Marketplace leadership to identify new and
anticipated challenges to consumers.

� Track requests for assistance from frontline staff to identify gaps in information.
� Look beyond frontline staff for possible solutions to identified problems.
� Develop multiple approaches for sharing knowledge with staff and assisters who deal directly with

consumers.
� Adapt customer relationship management software to meet the information needs of your

Marketplace consumers more efficiently.

34 

Strategy 5: Use plain 
language 

� Develop policies and systems explaining the importance of consumer-focused communications
and promoting the use of plain language across your Marketplace.

� Create a guide and glossary of terms to promote consistent use of plain language by staff and
contractors.

� Train employees to apply plain language techniques in writing and speech.
� Assess materials and interpersonal communications for readability and understandability.
� Monitor the effectiveness of plain language polices, processes, and tools.

41 

Strategy 6: Offer plan 
selection shortcuts 

� Provide a step-by step summary of how to choose a plan and structure your website and
discussions with consumers to follow those steps.

� Help people identify what is most important to them about a health plan, then help them quickly
get plan names and performance information relevant to their needs.

� Present comparative information on health plans in the easiest way for consumers to quickly
identify plans that best meet their needs.

� Provide a tested “annual total cost” calculator to help consumers estimate and understand the full
costs they might incur with each plan.

� Create an all-plan directory of physicians, hospitals, and other providers so consumers can easily
identify which plans include their preferred health care providers.

48 
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Strategies Interventions to Improve Consumer Experience Page 
Strategy 7: Enhance 
your Marketplace’s 
cultural competence 

� Assess your organization’s current cultural competence and make the improvement of cultural
competence an organizational priority.

� Identify your community’s needs.
� Recruit, retain, and promote a diverse workforce.
� Train staff on cultural competence.
� Offer high-quality language assistance services.
� Publicize the availability of language assistance services.
� Offer accommodations for consumers who have visual and hearing disabilities.

54 
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Strategy 1: Apply website usability principles 

Key Findings and Recommendations 
Website usability refers to whether:6 
� Consumers are able to readily find the information they want (navigation).
� Consumers can interpret the language used and information as intended (comprehension).
� The website provides information about what consumers want to know (relevance).

The usability of your Marketplace’s website determines whether consumers can easily and quickly find the information they need and 
accomplish their goal of obtaining affordable health insurance coverage (see exhibit 4.S1.1). 

Steps you can take to assess and improve the usability of your website include the following: 
� Develop measurable performance goals for website usability.
� Implement best practices in website usability.
� Periodically assess the usability of your Marketplace’s website.

How the Website Usability Strategy Improves 
the Consumer Experience (Exhibit 4.S1.1) 
Improving website usability will help consumers find and understand the 
information they need to make informed decisions about their health 
insurance and enroll in a health plan. Implementing this strategy could help 
Marketplaces improve their performance on the following survey measures: 

� How easily consumers can provide information about family and income.
� Getting information and help from the website.
� How easily consumers can get information to choose a health plan.
� How easily consumers can find out which health plans offer therapeutic

and home health services.

?The Problem  
Research shows that Marketplaces could 
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Implementing the principles of website 
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Marketplaces can take several steps to assess and improve the usability of their websites. ���	
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Website usability requires you to make sure your website is relevant, easy to understand, and easy to 
navigate for your end users—consumers. The best way to ensure your website is usable is to involve your 
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end users in the design, development, and testing process.��
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Ways to Implement the Strategy 

1. Develop measurable performance goals for website usability.

Marketplaces can establish performance goals that focus leadership’s attention on the consumer’s 
experience with the website.�1���H
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Examples of Measures and Goals for Website Usability (Table 4.S1.1) 
Measure Sample Goals* 

Task completion rates 80% of consumers who start an application for financial assistance online will be able to 
complete it online. 
90% of consumers will be able to identify insurance options online. 

Enrollment rates via the website 70% of all enrollees apply through the website. 
60% of Spanish-speaking enrollees apply through the website. 

The time it takes users to find specific 
information 

Consumers will be able to find the list of available health plans in less than 2 minutes. 

Ratings of the website by users 80% of surveyed consumers give the website a rating of 9 or 10 on a scale of 0 to 10. 
*The sample goals are only examples; they are not based on practice standards.
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2. Implement best practices in website usability.

Marketplaces can learn about and apply established “best practices” in website usability.�$�����)����
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Resource: Advice on Working with Design 
and Website Vendors (Exhibit 4.S1.2) 
Marketplaces often hire vendor(s) to develop and maintain their 
website. Understanding the best practices in website usability will help 
you select and monitor your vendor(s).  

For more advice on selecting and working with website designers and 
developers see: https://cahps.ahrq.gov/consumer-
reporting/talkingquality/resources/design/advice.html 
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Resource: Example of How to Implement 
Website Usability Practices (Exhibit 4.S1.3) 
For screenshots of how to implement these website usability 
recommendations and more details, see: 
http://www.cms.gov/Medicare/Quality-Initiatives-Patient-Assessment-
Instruments/QualityInitiativesGenInfo/Downloads/Expert-Website-
Usability-Assessments-of-the-State-Based-Marketplace-Websites.pdf 

http://www.cms.gov/Medicare/Quality-Initiatives-Patient-Assessment-
Instruments/QualityInitiativesGenInfo/Health-Insurance-Marketplace-
Quality-Initiatives.html  
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@Some of the key usability issues that 
Marketplaces may need to improve include 
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� Provide comparative health information on additional health plan features,���������	�?��	���
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� Expand on existing filters to help
consumers compare and choose a
health plan�by including customizable
filters that allow consumers to indicate
their health plan preferences or needs
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� Provide an estimate of how long it will take
to complete the application and what
information the consumer will need,������
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� Provide a universally located text box for
searching the site,��
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Resources: Website Usability 
Principles and Features (Exhibit 4.S1.4) 
� Design Specifications Manual (Enroll UX 2014). Available at:

http://www.ux2014.org/about-ux-2014 (login required to obtain copy
of manual) 

� Research-Based Web Design & Usability Guidelines; U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services and U.S. General
Services Administration). Available at:
http://www.usability.gov/sites/default/files/documents/guidelines_bo
ok.pdf

� Will Your Written Material Be on the Web? (Centers for Medicare &
Medicaid Services; part 8 in Toolkit for Making Written Material
Clear and Effective). Available at: https://www.cms.gov/Outreach-
and-Education/Outreach/WrittenMaterialsToolkit/ToolkitPart08.html

Resources: Expert Usability Tools and 
Heuristics (Exhibit 4.S1.5) 
� Health Insurance Marketplace Website Usability Assessment

Tool (American Institutes for Research; appendix A in Expert
Website Usability Assessments of the State-Based
Marketplace Websites: Summary Results and
Recommendations). Available at:
http://www.cms.gov/Medicare/Quality-Initiatives-Patient-
Assessment-
Instruments/QualityInitiativesGenInfo/Downloads/Expert-
Website-Usability-Assessments-of-the-State-Based-
Marketplace-Websites.pdf

� Designing Web Sites for Older Adults: Expert Review of
Usability for Older Adults at 50 Web Sites (AARP). Available at:
http://assets.aarp.org/www.aarp.org_/articles/research/oww/A
ARP-50Sites.pdf

� Nielsen’s Heuristics (Usability.gov website). Available at:
http://www.usability.gov/how-to-and-tools/methods/heuristic-
evaluation.html
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3. Periodically assess the usability of your Marketplace’s website.
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for monitoring the usability of the site over time���
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Methods to Collect Feedback from Consumers iii
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 (Table 4.S1.2) 
Type of Method What Is This Method? When Is This Method Best? 
Heuristic review 
of usability 

An expert reviews the website against a set of usability 
principles and recommends specific improvements. 

During the final stages of development or when the 
site is live. 

Usability testing 
with consumers 

Consumers are observed while using the site and 
asked questions about their experience. 

When the site is under development,* during the 
final stages of development, or when the site is live. 

Feedback forms A form provides consumers instructions for viewing a 
website on their own and then asks a series of 
questions about the website. 

When the website is under development.* 

Pop-up surveys Consumers are invited to respond to a survey in a 
“pop-up” that will gather feedback about the website. 

Live website available to the public. 

Web analytics Software measures and analyzes the consumer’s path 
on the website. 

Live website available to the public. 

*Testing during the website development stage can be conducted with paper mock-ups, a partially completed site, or a user acceptance testing site.
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Examples of Areas to Test 
(Exhibit 4.S1.6) 
� Features, functions, and tasks that users will be performing on the

website (e.g., determining eligibility for health insurance in the
Marketplace, comparing and choosing a plan, enrolling in a plan).

� Content that may be new or complex to users.
� Areas of the website that might be problematic, based on

feedback from customer service or results from previous studies.

� A heuristic review is an efficient way to confirm that your Marketplace is applying usability best
practices consistently and appropriately across the site.�$����	�������������������#
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� Usability testing with consumers is the
best way to confirm that consumers can understand and use the website.�:�������
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Steps in Conducting Usability Testing (Exhibit 4.S1.7) 
Step 1: Develop a plan. Consider the following key questions in your plan: 
� What are the goals of the testing? Be clear about what you hope to learn from consumers and what that means for the tasks you would

like them to do (see exhibit 4.S2.5). 
� What resources are available for the testing, and what are the implications of those resources for the testing goals?
� Who will you recruit to participate? Testing is typically done with a small number of consumers, typically 8 to 10. Recruited participants

should reflect the demographic characteristics of the target population (e.g., age, race, education, insurance status).
� Will you offer participants an incentive (e.g., cash or a gift card) for their time?
� Will you conduct testing remotely via the telephone/Web or in-person?

See sample discussion guides and other tools: 
� How to Get Consumer Feedback and Input Into Websites (American Institutes for Research). Available at:

http://www.rwjf.org/en/library/research/2010/01/how-to-get-consumer-feedback-and-input-into-websites.html 
� How To & Tools (Usability.gov website). Available at: http://www.usability.gov/how-to-and-tools/resources/templates.html

Step 2: Gather consumer feedback. Form a two- or three-person team consisting of an experienced facilitator and note taker/observer 
to conduct the testing. When possible, supplement the notes with audio and/or video recordings. 
� The facilitator should ask consumers to perform specific tasks and then ask the consumers questions about their experiences.
� The note taker should document what consumers say as they are completing the task, when consumers are able to complete the task,

and when they are experiencing difficulties.
� A dedicated observer can be helpful to record the time to complete tasks and any nonverbal communication.

Step 3: Analyze the feedback. Review the data to identify common themes for each task (e.g., Overall, did participants have an easy 
time completing the task or was it difficult? Where did consumers have the most problems?).  

Step 4: Make use of the findings. Summarize what was learned according to tasks and/or website function, and develop 
recommendations. Direct quotes and/or video clips can provide more detailed examples of the findings that support the 
recommendations. It can be helpful for Marketplace leaders, content developers, and site designers to discuss the findings and 
recommendations together in order to decide how to set priorities for changes given available resources. While small changes in Web 
content may be relatively easy to implement in the short term, other changes may require more resources and time, such as those that 
require extensive programming. If substantial changes are made, it is best to test those changes with a new group of consumers. 
Note: You can adapt these steps given available time and resources. The key is getting some feedback from your website users. 
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Strategy 2: Optimize your call center’s operations 

Key Findings and Recommendations 
When consumers contact your Marketplace’s call center, they are seeking information and support that is accurate, understandable, 
timely, and relevant to their specific situations. The following interventions can help your Marketplace improve its call center 
operations, whether in-house or outsourced, to better serve the needs of consumers: 
� Assess call center performance to identify problems and track progress.
� Use workforce management planning and systems to optimize staffing.
� Establish processes for preparing for and managing high call volumes.
� Engage employees to reduce burnout.
� Manage outsourced call center contracts effectively.
Exhibit 4.S2.1 lists the aspects of consumer experience that this strategy addresses. 

How the Optimizing Call Center Operations Strategy 
Improves the Consumer Experience (Exhibit 4.S2.1) 

Optimizing your call center’s operations can help ensure that consumers get 
accurate, timely, and relevant information. Marketplaces can apply this strategy to 
improve performance in the following survey measures: 

� How easily consumers can provide information about family and income.
� Getting information and help from the call center.
� How easily consumers can get information to choose a health plan.
� How easily consumers can find out which health plans offer therapeutic and

home health services.
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The Problem 
Under the Affordable Care Act, the 
Marketplaces are tasked with 
implementing the “no wrong door” 
approach,�������������
���
��
��	�������
�

����	����
���������)�
�'�����
�������
������	���
�����#���	
��������
���������)������
#���	��
���

��
#��
	
����
���	
������1��
��	�����;��������
��	��������
	 ��������

��)�	�
'����������
����;������	�;��
#�

���	���	 ��������	��
�	���;��
���#�
��
�������	���
#�)	
 �	�;��
������������	���
�
����	������
'
	����

��
#���	��������

Consumers who contact the call centers have had difficulties getting the help they need.��
����J/*���	���;�
G������
	��
#�
���	��
8��	�

��������	��	
�	����	��
	��#�������������
�������
��
	 �
���������	 �������������
��
��	�0/5�

� +

������������;������������#�	�
����� ��
	
����
����	�
#��

� �
����	�����
'
	����

�
	��
�

�����
�����#�
���

� �
��''����
��������)������
'�)���
��������
���
	��
��	�	�����

���	������

� �

'���

����'�#�	�����	�
��������
��	���)
��������8�����'�����#����#��
�������

Outsourced call centers may provide lower service levels than internally run centers./M���
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The Strategy 
Marketplaces can improve call center operations by pinpointing where the problems lie and then identifying 
how to effect change through three performance drivers: people, processes, and technology./M�!�����)���*�!��/�
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Ways to Improve Call Center Operations and Services (Table 4.S2.1) 

People 20, 21 Processes,20, 22  Technology 20 
� Hire and retain the right staff.
� Involve staff in designing and

reviewing performance targets.
� Use performance data to identify

development needs but not to
punish.

� Diversify tasks.
� Increase staff control by

reducing the use of scripts and
offering flexible schedules.

� Structure monitoring to improve
all systems and processes, not
just performance of call agents.
Avoid intensive performance
monitoring.

� Forecast workload, manage staffing
levels, and work to improve scheduling.

� Establish procedures for adjusting triaging
and processes during high-volume
periods.

� Use staffing techniques to meet peak
period demands (e.g., part- or full-time,
office or home based, permanent or
temporary staff, flexible hours).

� Route calls effectively.
� Establish handoff procedures.
� Document policies and procedures.
� Identify and mitigate factors leading to

increased call volume.
� Provide training scripts for routine

encounters.
� Monitor call center performance regularly.

� Manage staffing and workflow. For
example, use automated workforce
management.

� Implement technology to route calls. For
example, use an automated call distributor
and interactive voice response system.

� Capture, view, track, and integrate
information. For example, document
encounters and issues through customer
relationship management systems and
content document management.

� Integrate technologies to provide call
center agents with quick and accurate
access to necessary information.

� Explore what content can be placed online
to have agents review with callers.

Benefits of the Strategy 
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Ways to Implement the Strategy 

1. Assess call center performance to
identify problems and track progress.
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Case Study #1: Best Practices for Call Center Operations, 
Consumer-Focused Staff, and Sharing Effective Solutions—
The Case of Blue Cross and Blue Shield of Vermont 
Read the case study in section 5 for an in-depth example of how Blue Cross and 
Blue Shield of Vermont implemented many of the interventions described in this 
section to improve the consumer experience. 
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Examples of Causes and Solutions for Long Wait Times (Table 4.S2.2) 
Long Wait Times Due to Possible Root Causes Possible Solutions 

Callers are calling more 
than once because their 
problem is not being 
adequately resolved. 

� Agents don’t understand when to
transfer a caller for problem resolution
to the issuer and when to transfer a
call within the Marketplace.

� Callers get frustrated and hang up
when they are told the call will be
transferred.

� Develop a process flow sheet diagramming how difficult
problems should be handled.

� Develop a tip sheet as a quick reference for call center
agents.

� Train call center agents to follow the process and use the
tip sheet.

� Develop a customer service protocol for transferring calls.
Insufficient number of 
agents on duty to handle 
the call volume 

� Not enough agents are scheduled.
� Agents are not taking calls when

scheduled.
� Agents routinely call in sick, and there

is high turnover.

� Implement software that estimates call volume using
historical data and then predicts staffing needs.

� Work with human resources to engage staff to reduce the
incidence of burnout.

� Manage the agent occupancy rate.
� Involve call center staff in decision-making and increase

their control over the work.
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Resources: Learn More About Key Performance 
Indicators for Call Centers (Exhibit 4.S2.2) 
� Call Center Metrics: Best Practices in Performance Measurement and

Management to Maximize Quitline Efficiency and Quality—An overview of
benchmarking and performance management for call centers. Available at:
http://c.ymcdn.com/sites/www.naquitline.org/resource/resmgr/issue_paper
s/callcentermetricspaperbestpr.pdf

� Is Benchmarking All There Is?—A paper that lists resources for
benchmarking as well as cautions for common key performance indicators.
Available at: http://www.strategiccontact.com/articles/Contact-Center-
Benchmarking-Oct2013.pdf

� Call Center Benchmarking: How Good Is “Good Enough”?—Reviews
basics of benchmarking as well as key areas to benchmark and cautions.
Available at:
http://docs.lib.purdue.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1002&context=
press_ebooks
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2. Use workforce management planning and systems to optimize staffing.

Marketplaces can use workforce management planning and systems to forecast and schedule call center 
agents.�* ������
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3. Establish processes for preparing for and managing high call volumes.

Marketplaces can manage high call volume by developing processes for triaging calls based on level of 
complexity and using information technology systems to quickly route callers to the group best equipped to 
handle the caller’s concerns. 2���
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Automated Planning for Staffing Needs 
(Exhibit 4.S2.3) 
Using historical data, automated workforce management software predicts 
staffing needs and then schedules staff according to staffing requirements and 
employee preferences. The software closes the loop by tracking whether actual 
staffing levels are adequate to deal with actual call volume.iv
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Step 1: Forecasts call 
volume using historical 

data 

Step 2: Estimates number 
of staff required 

Step 3: Schedules staff 

Step 4: Tracks adequacy 
of actual staffing levels 
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� Share accurate and up-to-date information with your Marketplace staff quickly. ���
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� Manage transfers and handoffs effectively. 2
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Example of a Warm Transfer Checklistv
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(Exhibit 4.S2.4)  
�� Explain why you need to transfer the call.  
�� Give contact information to the caller before the transfer: 

Q� Your name and extension in case you get disconnected.  
Q The name of the person (or department) and extension 

number where the caller will be transferred. 
�� Ask permission to initiate the transfer. This will give the caller 

a chance to ask any other questions and give the caller a 
feeling of control. 

�� Wait for the other person to answer when transferring the 
call. Do not blindly transfer the call as soon as you hear the 
other phone ring.  

�� Introduce yourself and explain the situation to the person 
who will help the caller. The caller should not have to explain 
the problem again. 
Q� Provide the caller’s name.  
Q� Describe the caller’s needs and why you are transferring the 

call. 
�� Return to the caller and make an introduction.  

Q� Announce the name of the person who will be helping them 
and the department name. 

Q� Thank the caller for his or her patience. 
Q� Ask if there is anything else that you can do. 

�� Complete the transfer. At this point you can complete the 
transfer and disconnect. 

4. Engage employees to reduce burnout. 

Marketplaces can take steps to counter the 
challenging work environment that is typical of a 
call center.��������
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5. Manage outsourced call center contracts effectively. 

Develop a well-written statement of work (SOW). ���
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Checklist of Issues to Consider When Reviewing Vendor SOWs 
(Exhibit 4.S2.5) 

  YES NO 
People   

1. Management engages staff in activities such as setting and reviewing performance targets and process 
improvement. 

___ ___ 

2. Management allows agents to have control over their work (e.g., cross-training agents to answer multiple call 
types, allowing agent input into their schedules, including them in planning or decision-making activities). 

___ ___ 

3. Management takes steps to balance the need for standardized scripts and processes and agent autonomy. ___ ___ 
4. Management has practices in place to motivate agents. ___ ___ 
5. Staff satisfaction is regularly assessed. ___ ___ 
6. Staff turnover rate is within a reasonable range. ___ ___ 
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  YES NO 
Process     

7. Procedures are in place for transfers and handoffs. ___ ___ 
8. Staffing levels match call volume forecasts. ___ ___ 
9. Performance indicators assess efficiency and quality of service provided.  ___ ___ 

10. Performance indicator targets are set. ___ ___ 
11. Processes are in place to regularly review performance indicators.  ___ ___ 
12. Performance indicators are reviewed by the appropriate level of management.  ___ ___ 
13. Processes are in place to address performance indicators below target. ___ ___ 

Technology   
14. Technology is used to route calls. ___ ___ 
15. Technology is used to collect and integrate information from customers. ___ ___ 
16. Technology helps manage the workforce (e.g., forecasts call volume, identifies staffing levels needed, 

schedules agents). 
___ ___ 

17. Technology provides data to monitor performance.  ___ ___ 

Ask call center vendors to provide you with information about what performance indicators they routinely 
track. :����	���''����
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Find out what systems your call center and/or call center vendor has in place that could generate useful 
data for monitoring and improving service delivery.��'��
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Monitor your vendor’s performance.�"����)�	�������
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Resources: Improving Call Center 
Operations (Exhibit 4.S2.6)  
�� What Should Exchanges Know About Call Centers: A Guide for 

Implementation (State Health Reform Assistance Network). Available 
at: http://www.statenetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/State-
Network-Wakely-What-Should-Exchanges-Know-About-Call-
Centers-A-Guide-for-Implementation.pdf  

�� Contact Center Guidelines (Digital.gov website). Available at: 
http://www.digitalgov.gov/resources/contact-center-guidelines/ 

�� Fundamentals of Call Center Staffing and Technologies (North 
American Quitline Consortium)—Provides a thorough overview of 
workforce planning, scheduling, and monitoring staff performance. 
Available at: http://c.ymcdn.com/sites/www.naquitline.org/resource/ 
resmgr/issue_papers/callcentermetricspaperstaffi.pdf  
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Strategy 3: Develop consumer-focused staff  

Key Findings and Recommendations 
Developing staff who communicate effectively with consumers requires a consumer-focused culture and a commitment to training and 
supporting staff who successfully meet consumers’ needs. The following interventions can help your Marketplace cultivate consumer-
focused call center staff and in-person assisters: 
� Develop a consumer-focused organizational culture.  
� Recruit employees with the right customer service skills, experience, and philosophy.  
� Support and develop employees to improve their interpersonal and communication skills.  

Exhibit 4.S3.1 lists the aspects of consumer experience that this strategy addresses. 

The Problem  
Consumers need help understanding the 
financial subsidies offered through the 
Affordable Care Act, identifying the health 
plan options that are best suited to their 
needs, and applying for insurance. :�������
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How the Consumer-Focused Staff Strategy 
Improves the Consumer Experience (Exhibit 4.S3.1)  

Developing consumer-focused staff can help ensure that consumers get the 
information and support they need. Marketplaces can apply this strategy to 
improve performance in the following survey measures: 

�� Getting information and help from the website  
�� Getting information and help from the call center. 
�� Getting information and help from in-person assisters. 
�� Getting information in a needed language or format. 

? 

Customer service staff are not always 
equipped to respond to consumers’ problems or negative reactions. ���
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To deliver a positive experience to consumers, call center staff, navigators, and assisters must have strong 
interpersonal, technical, and problem-solving skills.66����
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The Strategy 
Marketplaces can take several approaches to promoting and 
rewarding strong customer service skills. ���	
��
���

����	�4�
����	��
������������''���
��
�
�������
�����
�
	��
�3���

����
������;�
	��	�����
���
#�	���
��

���	�������;��
#��	��
�
���	
�	�����

Case Study #1: Best Practices for 
Call Center Operations, Consumer-
Focused Staff, and Sharing Effective 
Solutions—The Case of Blue Cross 
and Blue Shield of Vermont 
Read the case study in section 5 for an in-
depth example of how Blue Cross and Blue 
Shield of Vermont implemented many of the 
interventions described in this section to 
improve the consumer experience. 

Benefits of the Strategy 
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Ways to Implement the Strategy 

1. Develop a consumer-focused organizational culture.  

Marketplaces can promote a culture in which all members of the organization, from leadership to frontline 
staff, know they play a role in providing good customer service�6-�2	��
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Examples of Consumer-Focused Mission 
and Vision Statements (Exhibit 4.S3.2)  
“The Washington Health Benefit Exchange seeks to redefine people’s 
experience with health care…” (Washington Health Benefit Exchange, 
http://wahbexchange.org/about-us/what-exchange/our-mission/) 

“We are committed to health of Vermonters, outstanding member 
experiences and responsible cost management for all of the people
whose lives we touch.” (Blue Cross Blue Shield of Vermont, 
http://www.bcbsvt.com/why-us/about-us) 
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�� Value employees and treat them well.�
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�� Expect supervisors and managers to serve as role models for excellent customer service.�!��''�
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�� Provide staff with the power and authority to help consumers.6,�!��''���
��#�������
���������#���
�����
����	�����	������
���
���
���

����	��
�����
��;��
#�

���������	����

���	�����6M�&
	��������;�������
�	
�
�
������������'���
���
���
#�������	������	������;����''���
��#����
�)���
�
�	���#��
����	���������	�
H�#���
���!��''���
�������������


����
���������	�)����H�#���
����
�	��
���������

����	4���	
)�����
�
	��?��� ����$�������	
�������
��
��������������
	��
���
'�'
����
��

������

����	���

>� +����
��
#������	�
����#����'
	����	
����
��'	
�����'';���
���	�;�
������
	�;��

�	���
	�;��
#�
�����	���&
	��#����

��
���
������	�'��#)�� ��
#�#������
�����
����

�;�����!�	������*;�/�*���	
����
���	�������	�������"��	���	�����	�**������	�
����
��	����	�
��	���**��

�� Set staff up for success��
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�� Welcome complaints and treat them as opportunities. �
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2. Recruit employees with the right customer service skills, experience, and philosophy.  

Marketplaces can make an effort to recruit staff with the qualities and skills needed for a consumer-
oriented environment.�$
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&
	��������;��
��	�#�����'
	
������������'
��
��
��������
�����	�	��	�����
��)	
���	���
��������3������
	
���
'����''��
�����	�
	��
�3���

4�������

�
'����	
��
���

����	�4�������0�EL
�
���������	��
'�����

� �������	�
���
������������������
���� ����� �



����'
	
����������:�
�'��������
��;����
� 

�
�����
��	�#�����'
	
��;���
���7���	���
�������������
���	
��������������
'���������'
	
��
��)������	�
������	���������
��''
	#�)��;������?���������	�������	��
�

 �
��'
	��
������������
#��
������#��
#���#�������� �
���
�H
�
�
�	������F,,

�� Recruit from the community you serve.�����
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�� Screen employees for qualities that 
demonstrate a natural customer 
service orientation.,.��
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Key Qualities for Effective Marketplace 
Service Staff vii
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 (Exhibit 4.S3.3) 
�� Emotional intelligence: self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation, 

empathy, and social skill. 
�� Service-oriented: informative, simple language, speaking at an 

appropriate rate. 
�� Empathetic: attentive, active listening, verbal cues.  
�� Perceptive: understand, paraphrase customer issues. 
�� Trustworthy: responsible, credible, careful. 
�� Friendly: relaxed, upbeat, affirming, encouraging. 
�� Proactive: anticipatory, “can-do,” long-term thinking, defining oneself 

as self-motivated. 

�� Administer tests to assess whether candidates meet minimum requirements for job placement.�
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Interview Questions to Assess Emotional Intelligence ix
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 (Exhibit 4.S3.4)  
Self-awareness and self-regulation: 
�� Can you tell me about a time when your mood affected your performance, either negatively or positively? 
�� Can you tell me about a conflict you had with a peer, direct report, or boss? How did it start and how did it get resolved? 
Reading others and recognizing the impact of one’s behavior on them: 
�� Tell me about a time when you did or said something that had a negative impact on a customer. How did you know the impact 

was negative? 
�� Have you ever been in a business situation where you thought you needed to adjust your behavior? How did you know and what 

did you do? 
The ability to learn from mistakes: 
�� Have you been in a situation where you felt you needed to modify or change your behaviors? How did you know? How have you 

been able to take lessons from that situation and apply them to another? 
�� Tell me about a situation where you discovered that you were on the wrong course. How did you know? What did you do? What, 

if anything, did you learn from the experience? 
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3. Support and develop employees to improve their interpersonal and communication skills. 

The Marketplace can provide staff with the support needed to improve their customer service skills�)��
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Key Communication Skills for Effective Customer Service 
Representatives x
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 (Exhibit 4.S3.5)  
�� Listen more than talk. Marketplace staff should use interactions with consumers as an opportunity to build a relationship with the 

consumer and gather information. This is difficult to do when the staff person does most of the talking. Marketplace staff should take 
time to identify with their audience, ask questions, and understand their priorities. This is especially true at the beginning of a 
conversation. When callers reach a staff person, they are often unsure of how the relationship/interaction is supposed to work, so they 
sometimes will ask a general “test” question. If the staff person immediately attempts to answer that question without probing or trying 
to narrow it down, it can leave the caller frustrated or overwhelmed with the amount of information that must be provided to answer the 
general question. Asking for permission to understand the nature of the caller’s question will enable the staff member to provide a 
more targeted answer.

�� Speak at an appropriate rate (neither too slow nor too fast), and use inflection. Dynamic speech engages the consumer. 
Emphasize important points with changes in pitch and volume.  

�� Use plain language. Gauge the interest and understanding of the consumer and provide information that is most relevant to them. 
Discussing health insurance can be overwhelming to first time consumers. Avoid acronyms and technical language, and use words 
that are easy to understand. Pause to check understanding and allow time for questions. For more information on plain language, see 
Strategy 5, Use plain language. 

�� Maintain a calm and friendly demeanor. Staff members should not take interactions with consumers personally and should always 
maintain professionalism. 

�� Don’t make assumptions. Avoid jumping to conclusions. Marketplace staff should provide assistance based on information provided 
by the consumer. 

�� Minimize distractions. Consumers should feel that they have a Marketplace staff person’s undivided attention. Actions such as 
muting computer alerts, silencing phones, and minimizing background noise will increase a consumer’s confidence that they are 
receiving the staff person’s full attention. 
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Tips on Dealing with Angry Consumers xiii
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 (Exhibit 4.S3.6)  
1. Remain calm. If a customer yells or is rude, maintain control of yourself. Do not respond in a similar manner, because that 

will probably only escalate the anger. 
2. Don’t take it personally. The customer is not angry with you; they are not happy with the performance or the quality of the 

service you provide.  
3. Use your best listening skills. Let an angry customer vent. When they are done, summarize what you’ve heard and ask 

any questions to further clarify their complaint. Show how closely you’re paying attention to their problem. 
4. Actively sympathize. Show respect and understanding for the customer’s unpleasant customer experience.  
5. Apologize gracefully. Express an apology for the problem the consumer is having (or perceives). For example: “I’m sorry 

you’re not happy with XXX. Let’s see what we can do to make things right.” 
6. Find a solution. Ask the consumer what he/she feels should be done to address the problem. Work with the consumer to 

find a solution to the problem. 
7. Take a few minutes on your own. These situations can be stressful, so when you have finished the call, give yourself a 

short break so you don’t let the stress linger. For example, take a short walk, treat yourself to a snack, or find someone to 
talk to who makes you laugh. 

�� Monitor interactions between staff and consumers��
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Example of Providing Hands-On Training to Call Center Staff xiv
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 (Exhibit 4.S3.7)  
�� Choose a consumer call recording to review that exemplifies a problem of interest (e.g., an angry caller or a complicated case) or in 

which a successful outcome was achieved. 
�� Excerpt the call recording. Make sure that all information identifying the caller has been removed. 
�� Play one sentence or section at a time. During each section, ask staff to pinpoint the consumer’s prime issue and identify any 

emotional shifts as they occur. 
�� Also, ask staff to begin to formulate possible next steps (e.g., questions to ask, information to give, referral to make). 
�� Progress through the whole call, discussing each section as it occurs. 
�� At the end, synthesize key learning and takeaways. 

Resources: Improving Customer Service (Exhibit 4.S3.8)  
�� Sales and Outreach Skills: Advanced Study Course Participant Guide (Covered California). Available at: 

http://hbexmail.blob.core.windows.net/eap/Training/Sales%20and%20Outreach%20Skills_Advacned%20Study%20 
Participant%20Guide_FINAL.pdf  

� Training for Navigators, Agents, Brokers, and Other Assisters (CMS website). Available at: https://marketplace.cms.gov/technical-
assistance-resources/training-materials/training.html 

�� Customer Service Training Seminars (American Management Association website). Available at: 
http://www.amanet.org/training/seminars/Customer-Service-training.aspx 
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Strategy 4: Define customer service challenges and share effective 
solutions with your staff  

Key Findings and Recommendations 
Marketplaces need a systematic approach to identifying and solving problems. One method to do this is referred to as knowledge 
management (also known as “knowledge sharing” and “knowledge base”). It involves collecting and processing information about new 
challenges faced by frontline staff and then developing and disseminating solutions so that staff members have immediate access to 
accurate information to assist consumers. Interventions that support improved knowledge management include the following: 
� Conduct regular meetings with frontline staff and Marketplace leadership to identify new and anticipated challenges to 

consumers.  
� Track requests for assistance from frontline staff to identify gaps in information. 
� Look beyond frontline staff for possible solutions to identified problems. 
� Develop multiple approaches for sharing knowledge with staff and assisters who deal directly with consumers. 

� Adapt customer relationship management software to meet the information needs of your Marketplace consumers more 
efficiently. 

Exhibit 4.S4.1 lists the aspects of consumer experience that this strategy addresses. 

How the Sharing Effective Solutions Strategy 
Improves the Consumer Experience 
(Exhibit 4.S4.1)  

The use of knowledge management can help ensure that consumers 
receive accurate information quickly. Marketplaces can apply this strategy to 
improve performance in the following survey measures: 
�� Getting information and help from the website. 
�� Getting information and help from the call center. 
�� Getting information and help from in-person assisters. 
�� How easily consumers can get information to choose a health plan. 
�� How easily consumers can find out which health plans offer therapeutic 

and home health services. 

? 

� �������	�
���
������������������
���� �������

The Problem 
When applying for coverage and choosing 
among health plans, consumers need accurate 
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Call center staff, Navigators, and other assisters do not always have ready access to the consistent, timely, 
and reliable information that consumers need. $�
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The Strategy 
Marketplaces can use knowledge management to meet the evolving needs of consumers for information 
and support, thereby improving their experience with Marketplace staff. K
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Key Factors to a Successful Implementation of Knowledge Management xv
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(Exhibit 4.S4.2)  
�� Identify knowledge manager(s) who will be responsible for the knowledge management strategy in your 

Marketplace. Knowledge managers oversee the knowledge management strategy as a whole, get new content approved, 
disseminate knowledge, keep content up to date, and remove information that is out of date. The knowledge manager 
should be someone who is good at organizing, communicating with others, and collaborating. Ideally, this should be an 
individual who has already taken the initiative to conduct knowledge sharing activities in your organization (e.g., by 
creating and distributing a frequently asked questions sheet to other frontline staff).  

�� Make knowledge management a natural part of staff workflow. The knowledge management tools should be easy to 
use and not require extensive additional effort for staff to access. 

�� Provide access to the most relevant and useful knowledge available. Staff are more likely to use your Marketplace’s 
knowledge management tools if they know the tools offer the best answers to their questions. 

�� Obtain the support of call center managers and Marketplace leadership. Managers can reinforce the use of 
knowledge management tools by rewarding staff for contributing new information to knowledge management resources 
and by referring staff to knowledge management resources when they have questions. 
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Benefits of the Strategy 
��	 ����������	��'��������#��
#�#�
������
��	

��
����
�������
���������
�����	�����
#�	�?��	���
����

���
���
�'	

���
�����''������?��� ��
#��������������
�������
����

�;�������	��)����	��?�����#��
��	
��#���

����	��
����������
'
	����

������
��#��
#���������

����	���
������
�������
���
'�
)���
�
�����������	���
��	������

Ways to Implement the Strategy 

1. Conduct regular meetings with frontline staff and Marketplace leadership to identify new and anticipated 
challenges to consumers.  

Marketplaces can hold regular meetings to provide a forum for Marketplace staff to raise challenges they 
have faced when assisting consumers��$��������
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What if In-Person Meetings Aren’t 
Feasible? (Exhibit 4.S4.3)  
�� Periodically conduct brief surveys of staff and local 

assisters to ask about their frequently encountered 
problems, what they need to better serve consumers, and 
their suggestions for solutions. 

�� Provide an online discussion board where frontline staff 
can share information about challenges they are facing 
and suggest solutions; managers can track these boards 
to identify both common and unusual problems. 
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2. Track requests for assistance from frontline staff to identify gaps in information. 

Marketplaces can keep track of instances when frontline staff are unable to resolve a consumer’s concern 
in order to identify areas where:  
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3. Look beyond frontline staff for possible solutions to identified problems.

Marketplaces can cultivate multiple sources of potential solutions to the problems faced by call center staff 
and assisters: 

� Subject matter experts.�1���)H���������	�����	������
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Tips for Developing a Community of 
Practice (CoP) xviii
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�(Exhibit 4.S4.4) 
� Periodically conduct brief surveys of staff and local assisters to

ask about their frequently encountered problems, what they need
to better serve consumers, and their suggestions for solutions.

� Provide an online discussion board where frontline staff can
share information about challenges they are facing and suggest
solutions; managers can track these boards to identify both
common and unusual problems.
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4. Develop multiple approaches for sharing knowledge with staff and assisters who deal directly with
consumers.

Marketplaces have to put solutions to problems into a format that makes the knowledge accessible and 
usable by call center staff and assisters. �
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Tips for Designing a Job Aid (Exhibit 4.S4.5)  
When creating a job aid: 

�� Include only the necessary steps.  
�� Keep the information as simple and concise as possible. 
�� Present the information in small pieces. 
�� Use language that the user will understand. Use verbs and actions 

words at the beginning of sentences whenever possible. 
�� Use drawings or graphics when appropriate to clarify information or 

provide more detail than words would allow. 
�� Highlight critical points or steps by using bold or italicized text. Colors 

can also be used to highlight and code items or sections of the task. 
>> Learn more: Designing a Job Aid (American Society for Training & 
Development). Available at: http://www.astd.org/Events/International-
Conference-and-Exposition/ICE-Speaker-Kit/~/media/Files/ 
Speaker%20Information/DesigningaJobAid.ashx 

Resources: Job Aids for Navigators (Exhibit 4.S4.6)
�� Which Door Could You Enter To Get Health Insurance? (CMS). Available at: http://cms.hhs.gov/Outreach-and-

Education/Training/CMSNationalTrainingProgram/Downloads/Doors-to-Insurance-Job-Aid.pdf 
�� Glossary of Health Coverage and Medical Terms (CMS). Available at: http://www.cms.gov/Outreach-and-

Education/Training/CMSNationalTrainingProgram/Downloads/HHS-CMS-Glossary-of-Health-Coverage-and-Medical-Terms.pdf 
�� Job Aid: Application Overview (Covered California). Available at: https://assisters.ccgrantsandassisters.org/ 
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Knowledge Sharing at Kentucky’s 
Marketplace (Exhibit 4.S4.7)  
The Kentucky Marketplace (a.k.a. kynect) provides consumers with up-
to-date information on the status of their unique enrollment issues 
related to health plans purchased through kynect. The Marketplace 
leverages an online tool to share knowledge among the Marketplace 
staff, consumers, and issuers. Additionally, at any time, call center staff 
and issuers may access the tool, identify the status of an individual’s 
case issue, and provide an up-to-date snapshot of where the issue is in 
the resolution process. For example, the tool may be used to enter case 
characteristics and track status of the case (e.g., pending kynect 
Executive Director approval, pending issuer system update, or close).  

>> Learn more: See appendix E, resource #4 for screenshots of this 
tool. 
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5. Adapt customer relationship management software to meet the information needs of your Marketplace 
consumers more efficiently.  

Marketplaces can use customer relationship management software to more efficiently connect call center 
staff with the information they need to help consumers through the application, selection, and enrollment 
process��$�������
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Tips for Selecting a Customer Relationship Management Software
(Exhibit 4.S4.8)  
�� Select an established company. Choose a provider with a trusted reputation and longstanding track record for delivering high-

quality products. Seek out companies who are familiar with health insurance and Health Insurance Marketplaces. 
�� Know your requirements beforehand. Before shopping, identify what your Marketplace needs to support knowledge sharing and 

management. The customer relationship management software market offers numerous features. Select a software that has features 
applicable to your Marketplace. 

�� Know where your information is located. Most software companies store your data with third-party service providers. Know where 
your data are being hosted and by whom. Check into the third-party provider’s track record for performance and reliability, and ask 
about their approach to backup and recovery. 

�� Look for scalability. Choose a provider that can support your Marketplace as it grows. Changing providers can be inconvenient and 
costly. 

�� Select a partner, not a vendor. A partner will have your best interests in mind by ensuring you get the maximum value from their 
solution and providing assistance when you need it. Choose a provider with a solid track record for providing this level of service. 

�� Stay away from free services. Providers that meet the above standards aren’t cheap or free. Selecting quality software is an 
investment in providing excellent service to consumers. 

�� Talk to other Marketplaces. Marketplaces face many of the same challenges. Reach out to other Marketplaces to ask about their 
experience with their chosen software. 

 

� �������	�
���
������������������
���� �����!�



 

Strategy 5: Use plain language  

Key Findings and Recommendations 
Using plain language is a fundamental way your Marketplace can take a consumer-centered approach to communications. Making plain 
language the standard for all interpersonal and written communications requires organizational leadership and changes in how call 
center staff and in-person assisters interact with consumers. The following consumer-focused interventions can help consumers find, 
understand, and use information to guide their health insurance choices: 

� Develop policies and systems explaining the importance of consumer-focused communications and promoting the use of plain 
language across your Marketplace.  

� Create a guide and glossary of terms to promote consistent use of plain language by staff and contractors. 

� Train employees to apply plain language techniques in writing and speech.  

� Assess materials and interpersonal communications for readability and understandability.  

� Monitor the effectiveness of plain language polices, processes, and tools. 

Exhibit 4.S5.1 lists the aspects of consumer experience that this strategy addresses.�

How the Plain Language Strategy 
Improves the Consumer Experience 
(Exhibit 4.S5.1)  

The use of plain language can help consumers find, understand, and 
use information to successfully perform tasks in the Marketplace. 
Implementing this strategy could help Marketplaces improve their 
performance on the following survey measures: 
�� How easily consumers can provide information about family and 

income. 
�� Getting information and help from the website. 
�� Getting information and help from the call center. 
�� Getting information and help from in-person assisters. 
�� How easily consumers can get information to choose a health 

plan. 
�� How easily consumers can find out which health plans offer 

therapeutic and home health services. 
�� Getting information in a needed language or format. 
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The Problem 
Information about health insurance is complicated 
and often unfamiliar, even for highly educated and 
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Problems with health insurance literacy are 
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The Strategy 
Plain language is a fundamental tool to help your Marketplace take a consumer-centered approach to 
communications. ��	 �����������
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Examples of Plain Language Techniques 
(Exhibit 4.S5.2)  
A common rule for writing understandable text is to “write like you talk.” Most plain 
language techniques for writing also apply to interpersonal communications.  
�� Define new or technical terms by using simple and common words and 

examples—for example, use “monthly payment” instead of “premium.” In 
writing, define the terms on the same page where they are used. 

�� Use “you” and “your” to speak directly to your audience.  
� Use the active voice—for example, “John chose a health plan” instead of “The 

health plan was chosen by John.” 
�� Use short, straightforward sentences. Convey just one idea in each 

sentence. 
�� Use contractions when appropriate—that is, wherever they sound natural. 
�� Use bullets, tables, and free use of white space to prioritize and organize 

information. 

Plain language isn’t just about the 
words you use.��
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Ten Attributes of a Health-Literate Organization xix
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 (Exhibit 4.S5.3)  
Health care organizations that are committed to meeting the communication needs of people with low health literacy: 
1. Make health literacy integral to mission, structure, and operations. 
2. Integrate health literacy into planning, evaluation, and quality improvement. 
3. Prepare the work force to be health literate and monitor progress. 
4. Obtain feedback on information and services from populations served.  
5. Meet the needs of people with a range of health literacy skills without stigmatization. 
6. Use health literacy strategies in interpersonal communications and confirm understanding at all points of contact; 
7. Provide easy access to information and assistance. 
8. Design and distribute print, audiovisual, and social media content that is easy to understand and act on. 
9. Address health literacy in high-risk situations. 

10. Communicate clearly what health plans cover and what individuals will have to pay. 
>> Learn more: About ways to implement these attributes in Abrams, M. A., Kurtz-Rossi, S., Riffenburgh, A., & Savage, B. (2014). 
Building health literate organizations: A guidebook to achieving organizational change. Retrieved from http://www.unitypoint.org/health-
literacy-guidebook.aspx 

Benefits of the Strategy 
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Most important, using plain language can help consumers perform key tasks, �������0��
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Ways to Implement the Strategy 

1. Develop consumer-centric policies, processes, and resources to promote the use of plain language across 
your Marketplace.  
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plain language across the organization: 
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2. Create a guide and glossary of terms to promote the use of plain language by staff and contractors. 
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Language Guide (Exhibit 4.S5.4)  
Vermont Health Connect created a plain language style guide that 
provides specific guidance on how to write at the sixth- to seventh-
grade reading level. In addition to plain language techniques, the guide 
highlights model text for communicating complex concepts, such as 
health insurance, open enrollment, and reenrollment, in an accessible 
way to low-literacy readers. A section of the guide lists easy-to-
understand phrases for conveying concepts that are commonly used in 
Vermont Health Connect outreach and enrollment materials. 

>> Learn more: See appendix E, resource #5. 
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Glossary of terms. �
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3. Train employees to apply plain language techniques in writing and speech.

Marketplaces can reinforce the importance of clear communication to consumers by providing ongoing 
staff training on the use of plain language in all communications���
�	���	 ����������
�#	���

��	��
�
��
�

���#����
��#�'
	����������	���	
��#�	��B��������)���
*�!,�,C��
#��#���������'
	��
�	��

�����

Resources: Examples of Plain 
Language Training (Exhibit 4.S5.5) 
� CDC Clear Communication Index. Available at:

http://www.cdc.gov/ccindex/pdf/clear-communication-user-
guide.pdf

� CMS Toolkit for Making Written Material Clear and Effective.
Available at: https://www.cms.gov/Outreach-and-
Education/Outreach/WrittenMaterialsToolkit/

� NIH Plain Language Training. Available at:
https://plainlanguage.nih.gov/CBTs/PlainLanguage/login.asp

� Health Literacy Universal Precautions Toolkit. Available at:
http://www.ahrq.gov/literacy

� Teach-back Toolkit. Available at�
http://www.teachbacktraining.org/
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4. Assess materials and interpersonal communications for readability and understandability.

Marketplaces can take several steps to confirm that consumers will be able to understand and use written 
materials. �
�	���	 ������������'�
#�����
	���������
����������������������
�������
������	������
#���)����������
��������
���#	�'���  

� Use plain language checklists �
���	�'����������''��
#��

�	���
	��'
��
��#�����
���
�������	�����������

#����
��
�������

��
���
#����
���
'��	�
������	������
#���)�������B��������)���*�!,�-C������ �������	���

�''����
�������
�?��� ����#�
��'��������
��#�)�����	
��#�

� Use readability tools �
������#���	��
��������	������

��
��������������	��#�
��������
'��
�	���#��
����1

��)�	�
'���
�����
#��
�����	�3�#��

��;�������������&	��%	����"��#�)������&
	������
#�����!�����
�����	��
'�%
))��#��

 ;�
	�!�2%;��	��������)����
������������	��#�)������
'��	����
�����	������However,

�������	�
���
������������������
���� �������



readability tools have limitations, especially 
when assessing materials containing health 
and other technical terms��1##���
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Resources: Plain Language 
Checklists (Exhibit 4.S5.6)  
�� Document Checklist for Plain Language. Available at: 

http://www.plainlanguage.gov/howto/quickreference/ 
checklist.cfm 

�� Document Checklist for Plain Language Writing on the Web. 
Available at: 
http://www.plainlanguage.gov/howto/quickreference/weblist.cfm 

�� Center for Plain Language 5-Step Checklist. Available at: 
http://centerforplainlanguage.org/5-steps-to-plain-language/ 
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Things to Consider When Doing Consumer Testing (Exhibit 4.S5.7) 
What is the appropriate type of testing? 
�� Focus groups are useful for eliciting ideas and opinions and testing assumptions; they work best when conducted in-person.  
�� Individual interviews are better suited for getting feedback on specific language or displays of information; they can be conducted in-

person or over the telephone (while viewing a shared Web page). 
Who should be tested? 
�� Identify and recruit representatives of the consumers you are targeting with your materials or Web pages. Consider a variety of 

characteristics, including age, race and ethnicity, language, education, previous experience with insurance, income, and geographic 
location.  

�� It can be helpful to focus on a subset of consumers who are more likely to have trouble understanding your content, such as those with 
less education and limited or no experience with health insurance.  

How will consumers be recruited? 
�� Consider hiring a recruitment firm to find the people in your target group. 
� Offer a small incentive (e.g., cash or a gift card) to compensate participants for their time. 
�� Use a trained and neutral facilitator to collect honest feedback on the materials.  
For additional guidance, refer to: 
�� How to Get Consumer Feedback and Input Into Websites. Available at: http://www.rwjf.org/en/library/research/2010/01/how-to-get-

consumer-feedback-and-input-into-websites.html 
�� The Purpose and Process of Cognitive Testing. Available at: https://cahps.ahrq.gov/consumer-

reporting/talkingquality/resources/cognitive/index.html 
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5. Monitor the effectiveness of plain language policies, processes, and tools.  

Marketplaces can monitor performance across the organization to ensure that staff and contractors are 
using plain language consistently and successfully.�2
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Strategy 6: Offer plan selection shortcuts 

Key Findings and Recommendations 
Plan selection shortcuts are tactics that simplify the task of comparing health plans and making informed decisions when selecting a 
plan. Without these shortcuts, consumers can become overwhelmed by the amount of information and make choices that will lead to 
unintended consequences. These shortcuts should be incorporated into the design of Marketplace websites and the materials used by 
call center staff, navigators, and other assisters.  

Steps you can take to ease the decision process for consumers include the following: 

� Provide a step-by step summary of how to choose a plan and structure your website and discussions with consumers to 
follow those steps.  

� Help people identify what is most important to them about a health plan, and then help them quickly get plan names and 
performance information relevant to their needs. 

� Present comparative information on health plans in the easiest way for consumers to quickly identify the plans that best meet 
their needs. 

� Create an all-plan directory of physicians, hospitals, and other providers so consumers can easily identify which plans include 
their preferred health care providers. 

� Provide a tested “annual total cost” calculator to help consumers estimate and understand the full costs they might incur with 
each plan. 

Exhibit 4.S6.1 lists the aspects of consumer experience that this strategy addresses. 

How the Plan Selection Shortcuts Strategy 
Improves the Consumer Experience (Exhibit 4.S6.1)  

Improving plan selection shortcuts will help consumers quickly and easily find 
needed information to choose a health plan. Implementing this strategy could help 
Marketplaces improve performance on the following survey measures: 

�� Getting information and help from the website. 
�� Getting information and help from the call center. 
�� Getting information and help from in-person assisters. 
�� How easily consumers can get information to choose a health plan. 
�� How easily consumers can find out which health plans offer therapeutic and 

home health services. 
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Ways to Implement the Strategy 
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Case Study #2: Ways to Help Consumers Compare 
and Select Health Plans Easily—The Case of 
Innovative Consumer Decision Support Tools 
Read the case study in section 5 to learn about four innovative 
decision support tools and how these tools operationalize the five 
plan selection shortcuts. The case study suggests ways in which 
Marketplaces can use decision support tools or elements of the 
tools to implement the shortcuts and make it easier for consumers 
to choose a health plan on a Marketplace website. 
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1. Provide a step-by-step summary of how to choose a 
plan and structure your website and discussions 
with consumers to follow those steps.  

Marketplaces can help consumers by laying out a 
path for them to follow to make a decision��&���#�
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Resources: How to Present the 
Steps (Exhibit 4.S6.2)  
�� Case study #2 in section 5 
�� Healthcare.gov (https://www.healthcare.gov/choose-a-plan/) 
�� Putting Patients First (National Health Council; 

http://www.nationalhealthcouncil.org/public-policy/putting-
patients-first 
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2. Help people identify what is most important to them about a health plan, and then help them quickly get 
plan names or performance information relevant to their needs. 

Marketplaces can encourage consumers to begin the process of choosing a health plan by identifying what 
is most important to them in a plan.���
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3. Present comparative information on health plans in the easiest way for consumers to quickly identify the 
plans that best meet their needs. 

Marketplaces can use several strategies to help consumers compare their options.�L�����
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Example of Word Icons (Figure 4.S6.1)
 

 

� �������	�
���
������������������
���� �������
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�� Group and summarize related aspects of 
health plan performance into categories 
that are meaningful to consumers��&
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Resources: Minimizing Cognitive Burden 
(Exhibit 4.S6.3)  
�� How to Display Comparative Information That People Can 

Understand and Use (American Institutes for Research). Available 
at: http://www.rwjf.org/en/library/research/2010/06/latest-from-
aligning-forces-for-quality-communities/how-to-display-
comparative-information-that-people-can-understan.html 

�� Consumers in Health Care: The Burden of Choice (California 
Healthcare Foundation). Available at: 
http://www.chcf.org/publications/2005/10/consumers-in-health-
care-the-burden-of-choice 

�� Best Practices in Public Reporting No. 1: How to Effectively 
Present Health Care Performance Data to Consumers (Agency 
for Healthcare Research and Quality). Available at: 
http://archive.ahrq.gov/professionals/quality-patient-safety/quality-
resources/tools/pubrptguide1/pubrptguide1.pdf 

�� Supporting Consumers' Decisions in the Exchange (Pacific 
Business Group on Health). Available at: 
http://www.pbgh.org/key-strategies/engaging-consumers/216-
supporting-consumers-decisions-in-the-exchange 
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4. Provide a tested “annual total cost” calculator to help consumers estimate and understand the full costs 
they might incur with each plan. 

Marketplaces can support consumers in estimating and comparing their likely costs in different scenarios. 
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5. Create an all-plan directory of physicians, hospitals, and other providers so consumers can easily identify 
which plans include their preferred health care providers. 

Marketplaces can simplify the choice process for many consumers, especially those with one or more 
ongoing health conditions, by providing a way for them to determine which plans offer access to their 
providers��1#�����#��;��	����
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Strategy 7: Enhance your Marketplace’s cultural competence  

Key Findings and Recommendations 
People seeking coverage from the Marketplaces are diverse in terms of race, ethnicity, spoken language, gender, sexual orientation, 
and socio-economic and disability status. To effectively serve every customer, Marketplaces must develop and maintain cultural 
competence, which refers to the ability of organizations to provide services that are respectful and responsive to people with different 
values, beliefs, behaviors, and needs.95 Developing cultural competence will help you attract the full range of consumers, support them 
in completing core Marketplace activities, improve health equity, and improve their experience throughout the process (see 
exhibit 4.S7.1).  

Steps you can take to improve the cultural competence of your Marketplace include the following: 

� Assess your organization’s current cultural competence, and make the improvement of cultural competence an organizational 
priority. 

� Identify your community’s needs. 

� Recruit, retain, and promote a diverse workforce. 

� Train staff on cultural competence. 

� Offer high-quality language assistance services. 

� Publicize the availability of language assistance services. 

� Offer accommodations for consumers who have visual and hearing disabilities. 

How the Cultural Competence Strategy Improves 
the Consumer Experience (Exhibit 4.S7.1)  

Understanding and practicing cultural competence can help ensure that the 
Marketplaces meets the needs of a diverse population of consumers. For 
example, Marketplaces can apply this strategy to improve performance in the 
following survey measures: 

�� Getting information and help from the website. 
�� Getting information and help from the call center. 
�� Getting information and help from in-person assisters. 
�� Getting information in a needed language or format. 
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The Problem 
Marketplaces must meet the needs of a 
diverse population.�G���
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Race, ethnicity, language, disability status, and other social factors are associated with goals, habits and values 
that are likely to influence how consumers interact with the Marketplace and how they evaluate their experience 
with its services.��'���	 ���������#
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The Strategy 
Marketplaces can enhance the cultural competence of their services in order to better meet the needs of 
current and potential Marketplace enrollees. (	
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Ways to Implement the Strategy 

1. Recruit, retain, and promote a diverse workforce.  

Marketplaces’ employee demographics, from frontline staff to executives and board members, should 
reflect the demographic composition of the state./J*�1�#���	����
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2. Assess your organization’s current cultural competence, and make the improvement of cultural
competence an organizational priority.

An important first step to improving cultural competence is to identify your organization’s strengths and 
opportunities for improvement��!���	������'8��������
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Resources: Tools for Assessing Cultural 
Competence (Exhibit 4.S7.2) 
� Race Matters: Organizational �����Assessment (The Annie E. Casey�

Foundation). Available at: http://www.aecf.org/resources/race-matters-
organizational-self-assessment/

� Cultural Competence Checklists (American Speech Language Hearing
Association). Available at:
http://www.asha.org/practice/multicultural/self/

@�� �
�������	����
�����
������	�
	������� ����
�
�
��	�
�������������	 �����������
����������

������	��	��
�	�����
��������	
����
��
�	
�����/J-�$�������'
	��� �
�������	���
�
�����
����
�
	��
�3���

����	�
	�����
���#��
����'
��
��
�0��

� �
'�������
������
���
������	��
�
�����
����
�������
���������#��

#���	�)����������

;��
���;��
#������



'��
�	���	 ��������

� �#�
��'���
#�#����
��E������

�F���	
���
�������
	��
�3���

���
���
��
�����������

����
��	�����#��

�����	����
�����
����
���;� ����������
��
�;��
#��	�� �������
�����'����
'��
�����
���	�
	������

� �	�������
���
'����
�
��)������)�;�'
	��������;��
�
	�
	���
���
����	�����#��
������	����
�����
��������

����
������	'
	��
���	�������
	���)������#���	�)���
�������	���
'������	������
�����
����	'
	��
���

3. Identify your Marketplace consumers’ needs.

Marketplaces can take several steps to better understand the characteristics and needs of their eligible 
population��

Improve the completeness and accuracy of demographic data on Marketplace users.�:�����������
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Resource: HRET Disparities 
Toolkit (Exhibit 4.S7.3) 
For more information on how to prepare staff on 
collecting demographic data, see the HRET Disparities 
Toolkit at: http://www.hretdisparities.org/Staf-4190.php 
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Understand the demographic composition of your 
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Resources: Free Sources of 
Demographic Data (Exhibit 4.S7.4)  
Websites where you can access information about demographics 
and languages spoken in your service areas include: 

�� http://www.mla.org/census_data 
�� http://www.census.gov/population/www/socdemo/lang_use.html 

Partner with community organizations.��
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Marketplace Highlight: Oregon 
Marketplace’s Outreach to the American 
Indian Community (Exhibit 4.S7.5)  

Cover Oregon—Oregon’s Health Insurance Marketplace—met at 
least monthly with the nine federally recognized Indian tribes and 
other Indian groups in the state during its early planning stages. 
The purpose of these meetings was to consult on general cultural 
issues as well as to get feedback on specific aspects of the 
Marketplace, such as the website.111 
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4. Train staff on cultural competence. 

Marketplaces can provide training to ensure that 
employees have the knowledge, skills, and tools to 
provide culturally competent services. �������������	
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Resources: Organizations That Offer 
Evidence-Based Cultural Competence 
Training (Exhibit 4.S7.6)  

�� Cultural Competency Training (CAL Learning). Available at: 
http://www.callearning.com/cultural-competency-training.php  

�� Cultural Competency in Health and Human Services (The 
Cross Cultural Health Care Program). Available at: 
http://xculture.org/cultural-competency-programs/ 
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Cultural Competence Training for a Marketplace’s Board (Exhibit 4.S7.7)  

Through the National Academy of State Health Policy’s Health Equity Project, Connecticut’s Office of Health Reform and Innovation 
developed health equity training for its Health Insurance Exchange Board of Directors. The training included information on state health 
disparities from the public health department as well as information on health equity improvement efforts in other states.117 

5. Offer high-quality language assistance services. 

Marketplaces are required to offer language assistance services, typically in the form of translated 
materials and interpreting services.//5�1��
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Providing Materials in a Variety of 
Languages: Example from a Marketplace 
(Exhibit 4.S7.8)  

Covered California makes key materials available in 12 languages other 
than English: Arabic, Armenian, Chinese, Farsi, Hmong, Khmer, 
Korean, Laotian, Russian, Spanish, Tagalog, and Vietnamese. 
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Interpreter services. 2���
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What to Look for in Interpreters xxii
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(Exhibit 4.S7.9)  
�� Demonstrates proficiency and ability to communicate 

information accurately in both English and in the other 
language and identifies and uses the appropriate mode of 
interpreting (e.g., consecutive, simultaneous, 
summarization, or sight translation).  

�� Has knowledge in both languages of any specialized 
terms or concepts peculiar to the Marketplace and of any 
particularized vocabulary and phraseology used by the 
person with limited English proficiency.  

�� Understands and follows confidentiality, impartiality, and 
ethical rules of the Marketplace. 

!
�	����
'�	��
���
#���

��'
	�����8?��������
��	�	���
��
�
#��	�
�����

���	�������
���#���
���
���8)���#�

	��
�3���

�����������
���
�����
������;��
�����
�������;�
��
���#���	��
	��
�3���

�;�	�'�����	���������
�������;��
#�
'����8)���#��
�������������

������!���G���

�����
��	�'
	������	����
�����
�����)������1�����)�����0�����0DD
������
	���
�
��#�D�

!�������)���*�!.�/J�'
	��������
'����#���
����
#����� �������������
�������
�	���	 ��������
�
��	�������	
����

�
'�����8?���������
�������������
�����	�������

Resources: Ensuring High-Quality Language Assistance Services (Exhibit 4.S7.10)  
�� Translation: Getting It Right. A Guide to Buying Translation (American Translators Association). Available at: 

http://www.atanet.org/publications/Getting_it_right.pdf 
�� The National Board of Certification for Medical Interpreters website. Available at: http://www.certifiedmedicalinterpreters.org/ 
�� Process of Translation and Adaptation of Instruments (American Translators Association). Available at: 

http://www.who.int/substance_abuse/research_tools/translation/en/ 

6. Embed language assistance services into the day-to-day operations of the Marketplace. 

Marketplaces must make language assistance services part of their ongoing operations. !��	��)���	��
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7. Offer accommodations for consumers who have visual, hearing, and other disabilities. 

Marketplaces can meet the needs of consumers with visual, hearing, and other disabilities by employing the 
following strategies0/�/;�/����
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Resources: Accommodating the Needs 
of Consumers with Visual and Hearing 
Impairments (Exhibit 4.S7.11)  

�� Americans with Disabilities Act Technical Assistance Materials 
(U.S. Department of Justice). Available at: http://www.ada.gov/ta-
pubs-pg2.htm  

�� American Sign Language Interpreter Network website. Available at: 
http://www.aslnetwork.com/  

�� Braille Transcription Resource List (National Federation of the 
Blind). Available at: https://nfb.org/braille-transcription-resource-list  

�� NDNRC Materials (National Disability Navigator Resource 
Collaborative). Available at: 
http://www.nationaldisabilitynavigator.org/ndnrc-materials/ 
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5. Case Studies: Implementation of Performance Improvement 
Strategies 

Case Study #1: Best Practices for Call Center Operations, Consumer-
Focused Staff, and Sharing Effective Solutions—The Case of Blue Cross 
and Blue Shield of Vermont 

Overview of Case Study #1 
Blue Cross and Blue Shield of Vermont (BCBSVT), the state’s largest health insurer, is committed to providing affordable, high-quality 
coverage to Vermonters, with a focus on outstanding member experience and responsible cost management. The company uses a variety 
of strategies to create high-quality member experiences, including: 

�� Always putting member experience first. 
�� Rigorous selection and training process for call center personnel. 
�� Frequent and comprehensive assessments of staff performance. 
�� Comprehensive and targeted coaching for customer service representatives. 
�� Reward systems aligned with measurable goals. 
� Information management.
�� Collaborating with the state Marketplace.  

These strategies have resulted in high-quality consumer experiences for BCBSVT members. For example, the call center has reduced call-
handling time, the number of calls necessary to resolve an issue, and calls per 1,000 members while increasing member satisfaction. In 
addition, BCBSVT has received repeated national recognition as a high-quality call center and numerous awards for staff performance. 

Moving forward, BCBSVT intends to continue putting members first by advocating for them throughout their health care experience via 
greater involvement with key stakeholders, including community health teams, provider offices, hospitals, accountable care organizations, 
social service organizations, and the state Health Insurance Marketplace. 
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Quality Improvement Strategies 
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“It’s definitely been a two-pronged strategy 
of focusing on the members that we serve 
but also focusing on our work environment 
and creating a supportive team-based 
culture where people work together, and 
we actually reward that. We emphasize 
that it’s not just about achieving the 
results, but how we get the results, and I 
think that has made a big difference in the 
performance of our team.”  
 – VP of Consumer Services and Planning 

1. Putting member experience first 

 Creating a member-centered organizational culture was 
an important early step in initiating, executing, and 
supporting BCBSVT’s quality improvement strategies��
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BCBSVT Mission Statement 
(Exhibit 5.1.1)  
“We are committed to the health of Vermonters, 
outstanding member experiences and responsible cost 
management for all of the people whose lives we touch.” 
(Blue Cross Blue Shield of Vermont, 
http://www.bcbsvt.com/why-us/about-us) 
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2. Rigorous selection and training process for call center personnel 

BCBSVT’s screening process is designed to avoid spending time and resources on training people who 
simply are not a good fit for the job��$
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�� The HR department tests a candidate’s writing, reading comprehension, and basic math skills��
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�� New hires receive 8 weeks of formal training��7�	�
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3. Frequent and comprehensive assessments of staff performance  

BCBSVT assesses staff performance frequently and in multiple ways both during and after training��1�
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In addition, supervisors monitor efficiency statistics for CSRs that are produced by the call center’s 
information management system.��
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Customers also provide feedback on staff performance.�:�:!=$���	�
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4. Comprehensive and targeted coaching for customer service representatives 

Team leads and supervisors coach CSRs in a variety of ways0�
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“What we’ve found is that when we recognize great 
behavior and provide positive reinforcement around 
that great behavior, we get outstanding results. And 
letting the frontline people that are talking to those 
customers know that they are supported and 
invested in their success.” 

– Director of Customer Service
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5. Generous reward systems 

BCBSVT has a series of performance-based reward programs for customer service staff:��
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BCBSVT also prides itself on paying employees a living wage and offering a robust benefits package.����
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6. Information management 

BCBSVT makes information that can help resolve members’ issues easily accessible and up to date��7�� �
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7. Collaborating with the state Marketplace  
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Quality Improvements Achieved 
Together, these strategies have helped BCBSVT improve on several key quality measures:��
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Improvements in First Call, Call Center Satisfaction, and CSRs with World 
Class Ranking (Figure 5.1.1) 
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Case Study #2: Ways to Help Consumers Compare and Select Health Plans 
Easily—The Case of Innovative Consumer Decision Support Tools 

Overview of Case Study #2 
Helping consumers compare and select a health insurance plan is a key Marketplace goal—but comparing and choosing a plan is 
complex and challenging for consumers. Strategy 6, Offer plan selection shortcuts, in section 4 presented five shortcuts that 
Marketplaces can offer to help consumers learn about their health plan options, compare plans, and choose a health plan.  

This case study discusses how Marketplaces can use four decision-support tools to incorporate these plan selection shortcuts into their 
websites and provides examples of how these tools are being used to structure the website experience around consumers’ behaviors, 
habits, and information needs.  
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What Are the Exemplary Decision Support Tools and How Were They Identified? 
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Who Developed the Decision Support Tools? 
(Exhibit 5.2.1)  
�� Clear Health Analytics (http://clearhealthanalytics.com/): Clear Health Analytics is a 

for-profit Connecticut company that is committed to the goal of empowering 
consumers to make smarter decisions about health insurance and health care 
costs. Clear Health Analytics’ first product is the ClearHealthPlanSelector, a decision 
analysis tool to help consumers shop for health insurance. Clear Health Analytics’ 
machine learning program uses publicly available data, including Medical 
Expenditure Panel Survey and Medicare data, together with user-provided 
information to create a customized estimate of utilization and cost for available 
insurance plans. The tool also calculates tax subsidies, cost-sharing reductions, 
health spending account tax savings, and employer contribution in applicable 
cases. ClearHealthPlanSelector is designed to be integrated with existing 
Marketplaces.  

�� Consumers’ CHECKBOOK (https://www.checkbook.org/; 
https://www.healthplanratings.org/hie/il/2015/): Consumers’ CHECKBOOK is part of 
the Center for the Study of Service, an independent, nonprofit, Washington, DC-
based consumer organization. CHECKBOOK’s plan comparison tool enables 
consumers to estimate their average total yearly costs, estimate the cost of various 
procedures, and assess the financial risk associated with each plan, along with plan 
quality and physician availability, through the use of consumer-provided data and 
medical cost databases. The tool can be used within or alongside Marketplace 
Websites and is currently available to Illinois consumers.  

�� Picwell (http://picwell.com/): Picwell is a Pennsylvania-based, for-profit startup 
founded by University of Pennsylvania academics that developed software to help 
consumers compare and choose plans. Picwell’s cloud-based software has been 
implemented in the private exchange market and is available for integration in 
Marketplace Websites. The algorithms developed by Picwell use the consumer’s 
information, along with public and private claims data, to rank plans by how well they 
match the consumer’s expected needs. The algorithm also predicts the consumer’s 
future health needs and expenses.  

�� Stride Health (https://www.stridehealth.com/): Stride Health is a California-based, 
for-profit startup that connects consumers with health plans. Stride Health has a 
mobile application, currently available to consumers in several states, that uses an 
algorithm to recommend health plans based on information provided by the 
consumer and medical cost databases. The consumer can estimate the cost of 
different medical scenarios, such as having a baby or a heart attack. Stride Health 
earns a commission for each plan sold through its website.  
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How Can Consumer 
Decision Support Tools 
Help Your Marketplace 
Incorporate the Five Plan 
Selection Shortcuts? 
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Shortcut 1: Provide a step-by-step 
summary of choosing a plan and 
structure your website and 
discussions with consumers to 
follow those steps.  
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Resource: Video Providing Step-
by-Step Summary (Exhibit 5.2.2) 
https://www.healthplanratings.org/hie/il/2015/search.cfm?start 
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Example of Step 1: What Users Will Be Asked to Enter (Figure 5.2.1) 
 



Shortcut 2: Help people identify what is most important to them about a health plan, and then help them 
quickly get plan names or performance information relevant to their needs. 
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Clear Health Analytics Asks Consumers About Preferred Doctors, 
Prescriptions, Etc. (Figure 5.2.2) 
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Shortcut 3: Present comparative information on health plans in the easiest way for consumers to quickly 
identify the plans that best meet their needs. 
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Picwell Ranks Plans and Uses Symbols and 
Colors to Indicate Plan Fit (Figure 5.2.3) 

 

 �

����	�4�����K:22K����
������	��
�
�������������
�����
�������
��#��'��	�����
�
������#��������
#����
�#
���side-by-side comparison of up to four plans with specific plan information,������
������
�����;������������;��

������	�������
��;��
#���������#����	����
���B����'���	��,���*C���

Shortcut 4: Provide a tested “annual total cost” calculator to help consumers estimate and understand the full 
costs they might incur with each plan. 
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Consumers’ CHECKBOOK Lets Users Compare a Number of Plans Side by Side 
(Figure 5.2.4) 
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Consumers' CHECKBOOK Shows Worst Case Costs and 
Likelihood of Worst Case (Figure 5.2.5) 
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Clear Health Analytics Shows Premium, 
Estimated Out-of-Pocket, and Worst Case 
Scenario Costs in a Graph (Figure 5.2.6) 

Shortcut 5: Create an all-plan directory of physicians, hospitals, and other providers so consumers can easily 
identify which plans include their preferred health care providers. 
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Stride Health Tells Users How Many Plans Their 
Preferred Provider Accepts (Figure 5.2.7)
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How Can Marketplaces Integrate These Tools?  
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�� Time the request for proposal release and review of vendor proposals so there is sufficient time 
between awarding a contract and open enrollment to implement the tool.�(	
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�� Identify the best data source for Marketplace health plans and determine how you will provide the 
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An Overview of the Marketplace Survey 
What Topics Are Covered by the Marketplace Survey? 
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Major Categories of Consumer Experience Assessed by the Marketplace Survey (Table A.1) 
Measure of Consumer 

Experience Survey Questions Response Options 
How easily consumers 
can provide information 
about family and income 

�� Was it easy to give or review information about yourself or the people in your family who 
wanted health insurance? 

�� Did giving or reviewing information about yourself or the people in your family take longer 
than you expected? 

�� Did giving or reviewing your household income information take longer than you 
expected? 

�� Was it easy to find out if you or the people in your family could get help paying for health 
insurance? 

�� Was it easy to understand how to update {INSERT MARKETPLACE NAME} about 
changes to your household income or the number of people in your family? 

�� Yes, definitely  
�� Yes, somewhat  
�� No 

Getting information and 
help from the website 

�� How often did you have to wait to get what you needed because of problems on 
{INSERT MARKETPLACE NAME}’s website?  

�� How often did you get the information you needed from {INSERT MARKETPLACE 
NAME}’s website?  

�� How often was it easy to understand the information on {INSERT MARKETPLACE 
NAME}’s website? 

�� How often was the information on {INSERT MARKETPLACE NAME}’s website as helpful 
as you thought it should be? 

�� Never 
�� Sometimes 
�� Usually 
�� Always 
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Measure of Consumer 
Experience Survey Questions Response Options 

Getting information and 
help from the call center 

�� How often did you get the information or help you needed when you called {INSERT 
MARKETPLACE NAME}’s customer service Call Center?  

�� How often was it easy to understand the information you got when you called {INSERT 
MARKETPLACE NAME}’s customer service Call Center? 

�� How often was {INSERT MARKETPLACE NAME}’s customer service Call Center as 
helpful as you thought it should be? 

�� How often did {INSERT MARKETPLACE NAME}’s customer service Call Center staff 
treat you with courtesy and respect when you called? 

�� Never 
�� Sometimes 
�� Usually 
�� Always 

Getting information and 
help from in-person 
assisters 

�� How often did you get the information or help you needed when you met in person with 
someone about getting health insurance from {INSERT MARKETPLACE NAME}? 

�� How often was it easy to understand the information you got when you met in person with 
someone about getting health insurance from {INSERT MARKETPLACE NAME}? 

�� How often were the persons you met with about getting health insurance from {INSERT 
MARKETPLACE NAME} as helpful as you thought they should be? 

�� How often did the persons you met with about getting health insurance from {INSERT 
MARKETPLACE NAME} treat you with courtesy and respect? 

�� Never 
�� Sometimes 
�� Usually 
�� Always 

How easily consumers 
can get information to 
choose a health plan 

�� How often was it easy to understand the services covered by the health plans available to 
you and how much you would have to pay? 

�� How often was it easy to understand which health plans had any of the doctors or 
hospitals you wanted? 

�� How often was it easy to understand which health plans covered the prescription 
medicines you needed? 

�� Was it easy to choose a health plan? 

�� Never 
�� Sometimes 
�� Usually 
�� Always 

� For last question only: 
�� Yes, definitely  
�� Yes, somewhat 
�� No 

How easily consumers 
can find out which 
health plans offer 
therapeutic and home 
health services. 

�� Was it easy to find out which health plans available to you through {INSERT 
MARKETPLACE NAME} offered the physical, occupational, or speech therapy services 
you needed? 

�� Was it easy to find out which health plans available to you through {INSERT 
MARKETPLACE NAME} offered home health care services you needed? 

�� Yes, definitely  
�� Yes, somewhat 
�� No 

Getting information in a 
needed language or 
format.  

�� When you needed an interpreter to help you speak with anyone about getting health 
insurance from {INSERT MARKETPLACE NAME}, how often did you get one? 

�� How often were the forms that you had to fill out through {INSERT MARKETPLACE 
NAME} available in the language you prefer? 

�� How often were the forms that you had to fill out available in the format you needed, such 
as large print or braille? 

�� Never 
�� Sometimes 
�� Usually 
�� Always 

Where Do I Find the Marketplace Survey? 
To access the current version of the Marketplace Survey;�������)����
������������
������;��
��
0�
����0DD���������
�D��#���	�DO������8�
���������8(����
�81�������
�8
�
��	���
��DO�������
���������%�
�
'
D������8�
��	�
��8��	 �������8O������8�
�����������������

Who Developed the Marketplace Survey? 
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Who Receives the Survey Results? 
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Appendix B. 
Talking Points for Presentations with Leadership 

 

� �������	�
���
������������������
���� ����$#��



 

Resource B.1: Talking Points for Presentations with Leadership 
Why Use the Marketplace Survey to Improve the Consumer Experience? 
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A key facet of the Marketplace’s mission is to support consumers in achieving their personal goals related 
to obtaining affordable, high-quality health care coverage. 
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Ensuring that consumers have a positive experience with our Marketplace is an important objective. 
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Consumer experience can and does affect the success of our Marketplace (see Table B.1). 

Examples of How the Consumer Experience Impacts Your Marketplace (Table B.1) 
Examples of Potential Impact Examples of Data to Support Point 
Higher levels of follow-through 
by consumers  

Percent of site visitors and/or callers who complete the enrollment process 

Greater efficiency of operations Average number of contacts who complete the application and enrollment process 
Improved reputation  Changes in perceptions of the Marketplace based on survey data or findings from interviews with: 

�� Local consumers  
�� Navigators and other partnering organizations 
�� Regulators  
�� Other stakeholders, such as providers and issuers 

Enhanced ability to compete Percent of state residents obtaining coverage through the Marketplace versus other possible 
sources (e.g., employers, directly from health plans, private Marketplaces) 

Higher levels of enrollment  Total number of enrollees through the Marketplace; change in total enrollment over time 

We can use the results of the Marketplace Survey to understand the strengths and areas for improvement 
of our Marketplace and determine where to focus our resources to improve the consumer experience. 
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Appendix C. 
Resources on Organizational Readiness 
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Resource C.1: How to Assess and Enhance Your Organization’s 
Readiness to Improve Consumer Experience 
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Factors Associated with Readiness to 
Change (Exhibit C.1)  
�� Organizational structure and commitment: executive 

commitment to performance improvement and a consumer focus. 
�� Organizational culture or climate: shared beliefs, perceptions, 

and expectations of all organization members.
�� Leadership: strong and positive leadership that supports change. 
�� Employee-level attributes and beliefs: employee beliefs about 

the problem, need for change, and motivation to change. 
�� Resources: resources available to implement, monitor, and 

sustain the initiative. 
�� Performance improvement team(s): a diverse group from all 

areas and levels involved in and affected by changes. 
�� Past experiences: organizational, leadership, or employee past 

experience with change. 

>> Learn more: More information about these concepts is available in 
appendix C, resource 2. 
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Assessing Readiness to Improve 
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How Your Marketplace Can Assess Readiness for Improvement 
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Step 1: Plan the Assessment 
�� Determine what questions to ask staff and 

leaders. 1� ��
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Assess Your Marketplace’s 
Readiness (Exhibit C.2)  
Below are some statements that you can use when talking with 
your staff and leadership to assess your Marketplace’s 
readiness:  
�� We need this project. 
�� We are committed to this project.  
�� We are determined to implement this project. 
�� We believe this project will make things better. 
�� We believe this project is a priority for the Marketplace. 
�� We believe our leadership will support this project. 
�� We believe this project matches our Marketplace’s mission 

and goals. 
�� We believe now is the right time for this project. 
�� We believe our Marketplace will provide the time for this 

project. 
�� We believe our Marketplace will provide the personnel for 

this project. 
�� We believe our Marketplace will provide the training for this 

project.
�� We believe our Marketplace will provide the money for this 

project. 
�� We believe our Marketplace will be willing to assess 

progress on this project over time. 
�� What other comments do you want to share about this 

project? What will make this work well? What could prevent 
this from working? 

Sources: 
Shea, C. M., Jacobs, S. R., Esserman, D. A., Bruce, K., & Weiner, B. J. 

(2014). Organizational readiness for implementing change: A 
psychometric assessment of a new measure. Implementation 
Science, 9, 7. 

Stratis Health. (2009). Organizational readiness assessment. In Health 
information technology toolkit for critical access and small hospitals 
(section 1.1. Adopt–Assess). Retrieved from 
http://www.stratishealth.org/expertise/healthit/hospitals/htoolkit.html 

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Agency for Healthcare 
Research and Quality. (n.d.). Instructions: Getting ready for change 
self-assessment. In AHRQ Quality Indicators™ toolkit for hospitals 
(tool A.3). Retrieved from 
http://www.ahrq.gov/professionals/systems/hospital/qitoolkit/a3-
selfassessment.pdf 

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Agency for Healthcare 
Research and Quality. (n.d.). Organizational readiness assessment 
checklist. Retrieved from http://teamstepps.ahrq.gov/readiness/ 
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�� Determine who to collect feedback from and 
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Step 2: Collect the Data 
�� Select a person or team to collect the data.�
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Step 3: Summarize the Data 
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Step 4: Review Assessment Findings 
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Enhancing Marketplace Readiness to Improve 
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Strengthening Organizational or Project Team Leadership 
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What Is a Great Leader? 
(Exhibit C.3)  
A great leader exhibits the five skills of emotional 
intelligence:xxvi
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�� Self-awareness—knowing one’s strengths, 
weaknesses, drives, values, and impact on others. 

�� Self-regulation—controlling or redirecting disruptive 
impulses and moods. 

�� Motivation—relishing achievement for its own sake. 
�� Empathy—understanding other people’s emotional 

makeup and considering other people’s feelings. 
�� Social skill—building rapport with others to move 

them in desired directions. 
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Aligning Resources, Including Human Resources, with Organizational Change and 
Performance Improvement 
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Resource C.2: Characteristics of Organizations That May Influence 
Readiness to Improve Performance 

Readiness Content Area Readiness Characteristic or Factor 
Organizational structure and 
commitment 

�� Executive commitment to performance improvement initiatives, especially from people 
who have the authority and power to make decisions and allocate resources 

�� Understanding and willingness to invest resources, such as time and money, into the 
performance improvement initiatives 

�� Alignment of performance improvement initiatives with organizational mission, vision 
statement, and goals; employees understand and are supportive of this connection 

Organizational culture or climate �� Clear organizational mission and goals  
�� Shared vision for performance improvement, where employees are actively engaged 

in performance improvement 

Leadership �� Performance improvement viewed as a priority by senior leadership 
�� Designated and recognized leadership for the performance improvement team 
�� Employee involvement in leadership roles in promoting change 
�� Ability of leaders to influence coworkers 

Employee-level attributes and 
beliefs 

�� Perceived need for improvement 
�� Employee buy-in or adoption of the performance improvement initiative or 

organizational change 
�� Employees’ beliefs that the performance improvement initiative will be a positive 

change and improve the consumer experience 
�� Employees’ active participation in the change process 
�� Motivational readiness of employees 
�� Perceived self-efficacy 
�� Employee cohesiveness 

Resource readiness �� Financial resources 
�� Technology and computer access 
�� Training and expertise 
�� Human resources (personnel) 
�� Space and facilities, such as office space 
�� Plans and systems for measuring and monitoring performance 
�� Plans and systems for reporting results 

Performance improvement team(s) �� Representatives from workgroups that are affected by or involved with the expected 
changes 

�� Team members with different knowledge and skill sets 
�� Team that is viewed as credible and trustworthy by the organization 
�� Consumer involvement in planning change 

Past experiences �� Previous experience with positive change in organizations 
�� Previous experience with performance improvement initiatives 

 
Sources: 
ArtsWave. (n.d.). Organizational readiness assessment. Retrieved from http://www.theartswave.org/docs/default-source/impact-toolkit/measuring-the-

impact-workshops/miw_organizational-readiness-assessment.pdf?sfvrsn=4 
Association of State and Territorial Health Officials and The North Carolina Institute for Public Health. (2014). Quality improvement plan toolkit: Guidance 

and resources to assist state and territorial health agencies in developing a quality improvement plan. Retrieved from 
http://www.astho.org/Accreditation-and-Performance/Quality-Improvement/QI-Plan-Toolkit/ 

Child and Family Policy Institute of California. (2013). A framework for advancing a culture of customer service in health and human services. Retrieved 
from http://www.cfpic.org/pdfs/Framework-for-Advancing-a-Culture-of-Customer-Service-Final.pdf 
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http://www.implementationscience.com/content/4/1/38 

Huber, D. L. (2010). Leadership and nursing care management (4th ed.) Philadelphia, PA: Saunders. 
International Customer Management Institute. (2001). Call center mission statement examples. Retrieved from 

http://www.icmi.com/Resources/QueueTips/2005/March/Call-Center-Mission-Statement-Examples 
Mossman, J. (2013, April 21). Employee-friendly workplace culture a key to company success. The Denver Post. Retrieved from 

http://www.denverpost.com/topworkplaces2013/ci_22970656/employee-friendly-workplace-culture-key-company-success 
Prosci. (n.d.) Six keys to prepare for change. Retrieved from http://www.change-management.com/tutorial-preparing-keys-mod4.htm 
Rogel, C. (2014). The 12 attributes of a strong organizational culture. Retrieved from http://www.tlnt.com/2014/03/18/the-12-attributes-of-a-strong-
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U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality. (2012). Instructions: Getting ready for change self-

assessment. In AHRQ Quality Indicators™ toolkit for hospitals (tool A.3). Retrieved from 
http://www.ahrq.gov/professionals/systems/hospital/qitoolkit/a3-selfassessment.pdf 

Vij, V. (2011). Tips for coming up with a great vision statement. Retrieved from http://www.brighthub.com/office/entrepreneurs/articles/95766.aspx 
Work Group for Community Health and Development, University of Kansas. (n.d.). Proclaiming your dream: Developing vision and mission statements. In 

Community tool box (chapter 8, section 2). Retrieved from http://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-contents/structure/strategic-planning/vision-mission-
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Resource D.1: Tools to Identify Root Causes 
“5 Whys” Process Mapping Customer Journey Map 

Description A simple approach to identifying root 
causes by involving people with hands-on 
experience 

A description/picture of the step-
by-step actions taken to 
accomplish an activity; used to 
identify missing steps and 
redundancies. 

Identifies the consumer “touch points” (i.e., 
points where the consumer interacts with 
the organization) and what the experience 
is like from a consumer’s perspective. Maps 
may be created for different types of 
consumers. 

Key Steps 1. State the problem. For example:
Callers who may be eligible for
premium subsidies are not staying on
the call to learn how to apply for
subsidies.

2. Ask “Why did the problem occur.”
For example: The help line employees
did not fully understand the benefits or
how to explain them to callers.

3. Ask “Why did the answer in step 2
occur?” For example: Why didn’t
employees understand the benefits?
The training was not sufficient.

4. Keep asking why an issue emerged
until the root cause is identified. For
example: Why was the training
insufficient? Employees were put into
their positions before the training was
finished, then had difficulty scheduling
time for the remaining classes.
Why? Why were employees asked to
assume responsibility for the help line
before training was complete? The
organization was growing and help line
employee turnover was relatively high;
as a result, employees needed to be
rushed into positions.
Why? Why was employee turnover
high? Employees felt unsupported in
their roles.

1. Plan. Develop a plan that
includes the processes to be
mapped, limits to the
processes to be examined,
level of detail needed in the
map, and a format for the
map.

2. Form the process mapping
team. Select up to 10 team
members, including the
director or manager of the
process, and people who
understand and perform the
processes well.

3. Review documents. Obtain
and review documents that
describe the processes to be
mapped.

4. Conduct the process
mapping session. Start the
mapping process with the
major steps or activities; then
drill down within each major
step to document the
components of each step to
the level of detail needed to
identify potential problems.

5. Review and revise the
process map. After a process
map is developed, a larger
group of employees should
review and validate it.

1. Identify the journey or process to
be mapped. For example: How a
consumer learns about health plan
costs and what is covered

2. List points where the consumer
interacts with the Marketplace.
Gather information through group
discussions with knowledgeable staff
involved with the touch points

3. Describe each touch point.
Interview frontline staff and
consumers to understand:
What is the consumer’s goal?
What is the consumer doing?
How does the consumer feel?
How does the consumer interact
(phone, Web, in-person)? How do
they prefer to interact?
What does the consumer expect to
accomplish? What actually happens?

4. For each touch point, identify the
most important interaction from
the consumer’s perspective. What
most determines a consumer’s
satisfaction? Where do consumers
abandon the process? Talk with
management and frontline staff to
identify these “moments of truth” for
each touch point.

Answers to the “whys” should be 
grounded in fact and not what might have 
happened. 

6. Create a future state map.
Create a map of an improved
process.

5. Identify metrics that will assess
performance at each touch point.
This will be the gauge to assess the
effectiveness of performance
improvement interventions.
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“5 Whys” Process Mapping Customer Journey Map 
Strengths This method engages staff in identifying 

the root causes and is relatively simple to 
use. 

Mapping out the steps allows the 
team to see redundancies in 
steps, missing steps, and other 
problems that may be barriers to 
optimal performance. 

This consumer-focused method uses the 
mapping process to identify the parts of 
the consumers’ experiences that may be 
improved, including their human 
interactions, services, and 
communications. 

Weaknesses This method is not recommended for more 
complex problems. However, the “5 Whys” 
can be helpful to use in conjunction with 
other root cause analysis methods. 

This method can be challenging 
because it is a very detailed 
process. It often requires the use 
of a skilled facilitator to obtain the 
input needed. 

It may not work for processes that a 
consumer would not know about. 

Tools Not applicable Free mapping tools include:xxvii 
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� OpenOffice Draw:
http://www.openoffice.org/
download/

� LibreOffice Draw:
http://www.libreoffice.org/
download/libreoffice-fresh/

� Dia: http://dia-installer.de/
download/index.html

� Sticky notes
Alternative mapping tools are 
also available for purchase. 

See list at left. 

Sources: 
iSix Sigma. (n.d.). Determine the root cause: 5 whys. Retrieved from http://www.isixsigma.com/tools-templates/cause-effect/determine-root-cause-5-whys/ 
Mind Tools. (n.d.). Root cause analysis: Tracing a problem to its origins. Retrieved from http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newTMC_80.htm 
Georgia Leadership Institute for School Improvement. (2009). Balanced performance improvement series: Leading a team through process improvement 

and process mapping. Retrieved from http://dev.glisi.org/sites/default/files/pbm/BalancedPerformanceImprovementSeries-
LeadingaTeamthroughProcessImprovementandProcessMapping_0.pdf 

Marrelli, A. F. (2005). The performance technologist’s toolbox: Process mapping. Performance Improvement, 44(5), 40–44. Retrieved from 
http://www.ispi.org/pdf/suggestedReading/ArticleFour_ProcessMapping.pdf 

Southern Institute on Children and Families. (2009). Process mapping: An effective tool for improving public services. Retrieved from 
http://www.thesoutherninstitute.org/docs/publications/ProcessMapBriefFinal.pdf 

Grocki, M. [UX Mastery] (2014, September 15). How to create a customer journey map [video file]. Retrieved from 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mSxpVRo3BLg 

Government Communication Service. (n.d.). Insight exploration: Customer journey mapping [tool]. Retrieved from https://gcn.civilservice.gov.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2013/02/customer-journey-mapping-diagram.pdf 

Isaacson, B. (2012). Using customer journey maps to improve your customer experience (white paper). Retrieved from http://mmrstrategy.com/white-
paper-using-customer-journey-maps-to-improve-your-customer-experience 

Tincher, J. (n.d.). Customer journey map—the top 10 requirements. Retrieved from http://www.heartofthecustomer.com/customer-experience-journey-
map-the-top-10-requirements/ 
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Resource D.2: An Overview of Three Performance Improvement 
Methods 
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Conducting Small Tests 
of Change (Exhibit D.2.1) 
Research shows that testing solutions on a small 
scale is an important way to set up improvement 
efforts for success.135, 136, 137, 138 When 
implementing large-scale improvement initiatives, 
start with a pilot test of the new approach or activity 
with a few people, if possible, and then evaluate 
and refine the initiative. For example, the team 
could implement a new initiative with a small group 
in one department or one geographic area to 
assess if it works before implementing a change 
throughout the entire organization or for all 
consumers. 
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Lean Management 
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Institute for Healthcare Improvement’s Model for Improvement 
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Planning the Intervention 
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Collecting and Analyzing Data 
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Examples of Marketplace Process 
Improvement Metrics You May Be 
Collecting Already (Exhibit D.2.2)  

�� Process cycle time. Record the time customer interactions start 
and end. 

�� Customer goal achievement. Ask consumers at the end of an 
interaction if their need was met. If not, record the reason(s) why. 
Put the reasons into categories for data collection. 

�� Achievement of key Marketplace functions. Record if 
consumers were able to complete an eligibility application or 
health plan enrollment form by the end of an encounter. Ask 
assisters or call center staff to record if these tasks were 
successfully completed. If not, record the reason(s) why. Put the 
reasons into categories for data collection. 

�� First-contact resolution. Record calls or face-to-face 
interactions where the first person serving the customer was able 
to meet their needs. If not, record who the consumer was 
referred to and why. If the customer has made contact with the 
Marketplace previously to resolve the same issue, record how 
many times they have made contact. Call centers often capture 
this information routinely. 
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Resources: Data Collection “How-to” 
Guidance (Exhibit D.2.3) 
�� Collecting Evaluation Data: Direct Observation. Available at: 

http://learningstore.uwex.edu/Assets/pdfs/G3658-05.pdf 
�� Basic Tools for Process Improvement: Data Collection. Available 

at: http://www.balancedscorecard.org/portals/0/pdf/datacoll.pdf 
�� A Simple and Effective Way to Display Data: The Check Sheet. 

Available at: http://www.qualitydigest.com/inside/six-sigma-
article/simple-and-effective-way-display-data.html  

Tips for Collecting Data 
�� Design small-scale data collections, testing the change for short 

periods of time under different conditions, such as high- and low-
volume periods.  

�� Develop a spreadsheet using Excel or a similar tool for data 
entry. (See more on this point under Analyzing data on the 
previous page.)  

�� Think through the analysis plan before finalizing the data 
collection spreadsheet to make sure that all critical information 
will be collected. 
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1. Enter data into an Excel spreadsheet.  
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2. Calculate descriptive statistics for each data collection period.�&
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3. Display the data.�2���
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Resources: How to Display Data 
(Exhibit D.2.4)  
USAID Assist Project: Guidance for Analyzing Quality 
Improvement Data 
�� Time series charts: 

https://www.usaidassist.org/resources/guidance-
analyzing-quality-improvement-data-using-time-
series-charts-0 

�� Bar charts: https://www.usaidassist.org/resources/bar-
and-pie-charts  

�� Histograms: 
https://www.usaidassist.org/resources/histograms 

�� Pareto charts: 
https://www.usaidassist.org/resources/pareto-charts 

National Quality Center: The Quality Academy 
�� Useful Quality Improvement Tools, Tutorial 14:  

http://www.nationalqualitycenter.org/index.cfm/6101/1
5791 

ASQ: The 7 Basic Quality Tools for Process Improvement 
�� Templates (for data display): http://asq.org/learn-

about-quality/seven-basic-quality-
tools/overview/overview.html 
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Resource D.3: Understanding the Lean Management Method 
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Appendix E. 
Strategy-Specific Resources 
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Resource E.1: Website Usability Principles 
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Sources: 
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services and General Services Administration. Research-based Web design & usability guidelines (p. 23). 

Retrieved from http://guidelines.usability.gov/ 
HHS and GSA. Research-based Web design, pp. 20, 62, 74. 
HHS and GSA. Research-based Web design, p. 58. 
HHS and GSA. Research-based Web design, p. 182. 
Gube, J. (2011, September 12). 7 best practices for improving your website’s usability. Retrieved from http://mashable.com/2011/09/12/website-usability-

tips/ [The information in this resource is based on research findings and suggestions by well-regarded usability experts such as Jakob Nielsen.] 
HHS and GSA. Research-based Web design, p. 107. 
Chisnell, D., & Redish, J. (2005). Designing web sites for older adults: Expert review of usability for older adults at 50 web sites. AARP. Retrieved from 

http://assets.aarp.org/www.aarp.org_/articles/research/oww/AARP-50Sites.pdf 
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Resource E.2: Examples of Key Performance Indicators for Call 
Centers 

Indicator Definition Significance What Impacts Score 
Accessibility 
Blockage Percent of callers who 

receive a busy signal and 
could not get into the queue 
because of an insufficient 
number of lines  

A measure of call center accessibility. 
High blockage can reduce the number 
of customers who are able to access 
help and frustrate customers who are 
forced to retry the call.  

� Having proper number of incoming
telephone lines*

� Adequate staffing
� Delays in queue

Call Abandonment 
Rate 

Percent of callers who hang 
up or disconnect prior to 
answer 

A measure of call center accessibility. 
Abandoned calls can lead to customer 
dissatisfaction, lower percentage of first 
call resolution, and lost enrollments.  

� Average wait time in queue
� Caller tolerance/expectations
� Time of day
� Availability of other services

Speed of Service 
Service Level Percent of calls answered by 

an agent within a certain 
wait threshold (e.g., 80 
percent of calls answered in 
30 seconds or less)  

Goal for the call center. Drives 
calculations for staffing. Should analyze 
abandoned calls to determine how long 
callers are willing to wait before setting 
this performance indicator goal.  

� Scheduling matches call volume
� Agents able to take calls when

scheduled

Average Speed of 
Answer 

Average time calls are in 
queue before connecting 
with an agent during a 
certain time period 

Call center-level performance indicator. 
Should ideally be calculated in hourly 
or half-hourly periods throughout the 
day, rather than for the day as a whole.  

� Scheduling matches call volume
� Agents able to take calls when

scheduled

Number of Calls 
Waiting (in queue) 

Number of callers currently 
waiting to speak to an agent 

Tracked on an ongoing basis during 
operating hours. Can indicate problems 
with scheduling or agent availability if 
too high or low. 

� Scheduling matches call volume
� Agents able to take calls when

scheduled

Quality 
Communication 
Skills 

Assessment of the quality of 
the communication; adapting 
to caller’s tone and pace; 
projecting a positive, 
professional image; 
responsive to upset callers; 
and understand caller’s need 
and appropriate response to 
need 

Communication skills affect customer 
satisfaction and contribute to the 
Marketplace’s overall image. 

� Recruiting and hiring qualified agents
� Offering training and professional

development opportunities
� Well-defined expectations, including

examples of positive and negative
behaviors

First-Call 
Resolution Rate 

Percentage of calls that 
have satisfactory resolution 
within a single contact  

Gauges the ability of the center and 
agent to resolve the call in a single 
contact, without a transfer or an 
additional call, meaning higher 
efficiency and better service. Typically 
tracked by type of call. 

� Routing to the right agent
� Agent access to systems and

information
� Agent training and experience
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Indicator Definition Significance What Impacts Score 
Efficiency 
Average Handle 
Time (AHT) 

Average time an agent 
spends on a call, including 
talking and after-call work 

Measures call center and agent 
performance. Used when determining 
staffing requirements. Will vary by call 
content, but should fall within an 
acceptable range. Overemphasizing 
short AHT can reduce the quality of 
interaction. 

� Call content
� Time of day
� Day of week
� Ability of agents to handle calls

within an acceptable length of time

Workforce 
Staff Turnover Percent of call center staff 

who leave the job within a 
defined time period  

Hiring and training new staff increases 
operational costs and lowers the 
average level of experience among 
staff. 

� Staff satisfaction

Agent Occupancy Percent of time an agent is 
busy in talk or wrap-up time 
from a call 

Higher agent occupancy rates are more 
efficient, but too high can result in poor 
call handling behaviors and increased 
turnover. 

� Number of staff
� Logged time on calls
� Call complexity

Staff Satisfaction Level of employee 
satisfaction 

Staff satisfaction can provide insights 
into staff turnover rates and may affect 
service quality, customer satisfaction, 
and operational efficiency. 

� Compensation and benefits
� Employee control over their work
� Satisfaction with the work itself
� Schedules and flexibility in

scheduling
� Availability of training and

development
� Perception of performance metrics
� Physical work environment
� Support and communication

between staff and management
� Attitudes about company

* Notes: Ideal number of lines can be calculated using an Erlang technique as noted in resource E,3, Key Steps to Call Center Workforce Management
Planning. 
Sources:  
Marr, B., & Neely, A. (2004). Managing for value: The case of call centre performance. Cranfield University School of Management & Fujitsu Services. 

Retrieved from https://dspace.lib.cranfield.ac.uk/bitstream/1826/1221/1/callcentreperformance.pdf 
North American Quitline Consortium (NAQC). (2010). Call center metrics: Best practices in performance measurement and management to maximize 

quitline efficiency (NAQC Issue Paper). Retrieved from 
http://c.ymcdn.com/sites/www.naquitline.org/resource/resmgr/issue_papers/callcentermetricspaperbestpr.pdf 

North American Quitline Consortium (NAQC). (2010). Call center metrics: Fundamentals of call center staffing and technologies (NAQC Issue Paper). 
Retrieved from http://c.ymcdn.com/sites/www.naquitline.org/resource/resmgr/issue_papers/callcentermetricspaperstaffi.pdf 

Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM). (May 2014). Employee job satisfaction and engagement: The road to economic recovery. Retrieved 
from http://www.shrm.org/Research/SurveyFindings/Documents/14-0028%20JobSatEngage_Report_FULL_FNL.pdf 
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Resource E.3: Key Steps to Call Center Workforce Management 
Planning 

�� Step 1—Forecast call volume (or “traffic load”) for 15- to 30-minute intervals. 
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Sources:  
North American Quitline Consortium (NAQC). (2010). Call center metrics: Fundamentals of call center staffing and technologies (NAQC Issue Paper). 

Retrieved from http://c.ymcdn.com/sites/www.naquitline.org/resource/resmgr/issue_papers/callcentermetricspaperstaffi.pdf 
Pipkins. (2011). Accurate forecasting: The heart of call center success (White paper). Retrieved from http://www.pipkins.com/siteassets/pdf/pipkins-

accurateforecasting-whitepaper.pdf  
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Resource E.4: Screenshots of the Kentucky Marketplace’s 
Knowledge Sharing Tool 
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Where Users May Enter Case Characteristics Related to Enrollment 
Issues (Screenshot 1 of 2) (Figure E.4.1) 
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Where Users May Enter Case Characteristics Related to Enrollment Issues 
(Screenshot 2 of 2) (Figure E.4.2) 
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Where Users Can Review Activities Related to a Case/Issue (Figure E.4.3) 
 

 

Where Users Can Search for a Particular Item by Status of Case 
(Figure E.4.4) 
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Where Users Can View the Status of Cases Sorted by the Status 
Categories (Figure E.4.5) 
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Resource E.5: Vermont Health Connect Plain Language Style 
Guide 

Who We Are 
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In 100 words or less: 
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We’re accessible and conversational. 
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We’re goal-oriented. 
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Write at a sixth- to seventh-grade reading level. 
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Use the word "must" to describe required actions. 

&
	��������0�

Do not write0��
#���#�������
�������
���?��	����������
��	�
�����	
����=�	�

����������


����������
'�����
����������

��

Instead write0��
�������'�����
����������

��
���?��	����������
��	�
�����	
����=�	�

����������


�����

� �������	�
���
������������������
���� ���'#���



 

Write in a focused, unified, and goal-oriented fashion��7

4��#���	����	��#�	��������

������	���
'
	����

�
	�
'��''��

Use short, common words����
���	��
���)��;��
#����������	������
���

���
#�)�����#�'�
���

�����
��
������
�
	#���	��	�?��	�#��7

4���	
��8	�'�	�
���
	���
 ��
�
���	��������
�#�'�
����	���
	��
���	�?�����

�;����������
��#�
'	���	����	��#�	����
��	��
����
������
�����

Give users all of the basic information they’ll need�

�

����
����������
��������'������
�����������	���� ��

Use the most accurate and specific phrase�'	
�������
���)���
���

���
������
�����

'���

��

&
	��������0�

Do not write0�E1#��
����
�����
���������F�

Instead write0�E���� �����Z
���4�)���

��
��

��
���F�

�
#�

Do not write0�E+������
�	�'����
�� ��F�

Instead write0�E+�����������
�
��
'�'����
�������
�H����6J���	��
��
'��
�	�#��������
	����F�

Keep it short and simple1	��

����
	#���������)�������
�	���#��
����������
���
����
 ��)
����
#��������������
�
	��#��
#�#�����������
'
	����

����
''�	��

Make our point known and provide a call-to-action����
����
�����
��
����
��
����
�@�!��0�EL
�
��������
�
���
�[F���
����
�����
��� ���
����
�
���
�@�!��0�E�� ���
�1��
�
���
���
�%�����������
��	�
��[F��
������
���������	���

We’re educational. 
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We provide examples to illustrate complex concepts. 
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�����4���������
�#���
����#��;���������	��#�	��)����	��
#�	���
#�
�
#�	����
�������
'
	����

�)�������
������
�
��

������
#����
��
������	��#�	��

����������
��)�
	)�����
�
'
	����

�����4���H����	������#�����������#

4����
���
�
��	������	��#�	��������

����������;�������������
�
�����	�3���
#�	����	���������
������
	��
���
�
����

In Brief 
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Health Insurance 
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Renewals  
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Our Format 

How we write titles. 
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How we write paragraphs. 

We write with brevity��(�	��	������	����
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We cover just one topic per paragraph, making information easier to skim and digest��

We use clear topic sentences��$���'�	�����
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We use quotes around web button and page names��
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We spell numbers one through nine and use figures for 10 and higher.�
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We include all forms of contact available. $�����
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Our Vocabulary 
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Resource E.6: Plain Language Technique: The Teach-Back Method 
�� What is the teach-back method?�1��
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