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Background & Methodology 

The National Employee Benefits Advisory 
Forum (NEBAF) conducted an online 
information exchange in March 2011 to 
understand its brokers’ interest and 
experience regarding important employee 
benefits and some new approaches to the 
kinds of choices employers and employees 
may have in the near future. 

The information in this report is based on an 
online survey taken by 234 brokers and 211 
employers.  

 

  

The following pages include findings from 
brokers and employers regarding their 
perspectives on all or some of the following:  

• Social media,  

• Broker networks,  

• FMLA program concept 

• Vision insurance, and 

• Vision and dental bundling. 

Executive Summary 

This Briefing includes insights from brokers and employers with 
regard to Social Media activities – both personal and professional. 

• In Q4 of 2009, brokers and employers were also asked 
questions on social media.  When comparing results, the 
social media activities of brokers and employers for personal 
use this quarter remained fairly consistent with 2009, with 
one exception - both groups reported using social media 
more for reading online forums or discussion groups this 
quarter.   

• When it comes to using social media for business, employer 
responses did not change much from 2009.  Yet, brokers in 
this quarter’s exchange report doing more of the following: 
reading online forums/discussion groups, reading blogs, 
listening to podcasts, and watching video from other users, as 
compared with 2009. 

• Brokers seem to be more interested than employers in 
participating in online communities.  

• The most common mobile/portable devices used by both 
groups is laptop computers.  The use of smart phone devices 
is also quite high.  Over half of brokers and a third of 
employers have a Blackberry, while more than two-fifths of 
both groups indicate using other smart phone devices (e.g. 
iPhone, iPad, Android-based phone, etc.). 

This report also includes the opinions and views of brokers on the 
topic of broker networks. 

• Less than half of brokers report that their firm belongs to or 
is affiliated with a broker network.  Among those that do, 
most say their firm pays a membership fee. 

• Among those that don’t belong to a broker network, some 
indicate they would be likely to recommend to their firm’s 
management that they consider joining a broker network. 

 
Brokers and employers also provided feedback on a Family Medical 
Leave Act (FMLA) program concept designed for small and mid-
sized organizations.  For this exercise, small to mid-sized companies 
were defined as those with 50 to 1,000 employees. 

• Brokers react more positively to this concept than employers.  
More than one-third of brokers strongly agree with each of 
the following statements: ‘I would likely recommend this 
program to my clients with 50 to 1,000 employees’, ‘it would 
positively impact my feelings toward this carrier’, and ‘my 
clients with 50 to 1,000 lives would be interested in getting 
this program from a group disability carrier’.  On the other 
hand, most employers with 50 – 1,000 lives indicate their 
interest in this concept is neutral or negative. 
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Executive Summary (cont.) 

• Compared to employers, brokers are more likely to agree that 
the concept has specific advantages, such as improved 
understanding of FMLA regulations and increased comfort 
level regarding ability to administer leaves.  

Employers shared their views and opinions on vision insurance. 

• The majority of employers surveyed report that they are 
currently offering vision insurance.   

• When we asked those who offer vision insurance who pays 
for the insurance, results are split, with about half of 
employers paying all or some of the premium and the other 
half being 100% employee paid. 

• Participants identify the vision carriers’ overall network as 
being very important when selecting a carrier. 

Lastly, brokers and employers provided feedback on a vision and 
dental bundling concept. 

• In general, response to this concept by both groups is 
favorable.  More than half of both feel that if a dental carrier 
added a vision wellness feature to their benefit offering, it 
would differentiate them in the market and they would be 
likely to recommend/interested in offering it. 

• However, brokers and employers have different perceptions 
of the cost advantages of such an offering; more brokers than 
employers think this could be a cost effective way to add 
basic and supplemental vision coverage. 

 

 



4 Benefits Briefing  Copyright © 2011 by The Center for Strategy Research, Inc. 

 

 
 
 
 
 

What is social media? 
 

Wikipedia defines social media as “online 
content created by people using highly 
accessible and scalable publishing 
technologies. At its most basic sense, social 
media is a shift in how people discover, read 
and share news, information and content. It's 
a fusion of sociology and technology, 
transforming monologues (one to many) into 
dialogues (many to many) and is the 
democratization of information, transforming 
people from content readers into publishers. 
Social media has become extremely popular 
because it allows people to connect in the 
online world to form relationships for 
personal, political and business use.” 

Basically, it’s a term used to refer to web 
sites, blogs, chat rooms, message boards, on-
line forums where users provide content for 
discussion. The topics of discussion could 
cover personal or professional issues. Some 
examples of Social Media include Facebook, 
LinkedIn and Twitter. 

 

 

 

 

 

NEBAF 2009 Results 
 

The 2009 results discussed in this report are 
taken from The National Employee Benefits 
Advisory Forum (NEBAF)’s online information 
exchange in late October and early November 
2009.  

A total of 126 brokers and 71 employers 
participated in the 2009 exchange, compared 
to 234 and 211, respectively, this quarter. 
These differences in sample should be taken 
into account when reading and comparing 
these results. 

 

 

Social Media 

We asked both brokers and employers about their use of and 
experiences with social media. 

Social Media Activities for Personal Purposes 
First, we asked brokers and employers about activities they've 
performed online for personal reasons in the past month.  We asked 
the same question of participants in a 2009 NEBAF information 
exchange (see left side bar for details). 

Consistent with 2009, the results between the two groups are very 
similar.  Yet, we do see a few differences compared to 2009 results. 

Brokers’ scores remain fairly consistent from 2009 to 2011.  Similar 
to 2009, their top use of social media is still reading customer 
ratings/reviews of products/services.  The one area of growth 
among brokers is reading online forums and discussion groups; more 
brokers report having done this in the past month, than did back in 
2009.   

In 2011, employers are utilizing social media more for visiting social 
networking sites, as compared to 2009; this is also the most common 
personal use of social media among employers.  Similar to brokers, 
employers also reporting doing substantially more reading of online 
forums/discussion groups, than in 2009. 

The table below shows the percentage of brokers and employers 
using various types of social media in the past month, comparing 
2009 results with 2011 results.  Bolded numbers show areas of 
change from 2009 to 2011. 
 

Top Personal Uses of Social Media Among Brokers & Employers 
2009 vs. 2011 

 

 Brokers Employers 

Activity 2009 2011 2009 2011 

Visit social networking sites 52% 56% 51% 64% 

Read customer ratings/reviews of 
products or services 66% 61% 65% 63% 

Update/maintain a profile on a 
social networking site (e.g., 
Facebook) 

52% 48% 54% 60% 

Read online forums or 
discussion groups 42% 58% 38% 55% 

Watch video from other users 48% 47% 48% 45% 
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Comparing Personal Vs. Business 
Uses 
 

In comparing both brokers' and employers' use 
of social media personally vs. professionally 
this year, it seems that social media 
continues to be mainly a personal past-time.   

This remains especially true of employers, 
where we see wide gaps in activities used for 
business compared to those used personally.  
Whereas, brokers seem to be closing the gap 
somewhat as they increase their use of social 
media for business purposes in many 
activities.   

Social Media Activities for Business Purposes 

Then, we asked participants about activities they've performed online 
for business reasons in the past month.  This question was also 
asked of participants in 2009. 

Similar to 2009, the top business use of social media for both 
groups is - reading online forums or discussion groups.  Yet, brokers tend 
to be doing this activity more than employers. 

Employers’ activity this year is consistent with 2009 results; little to 
no change is seen for employers, indicating they are not increasing 
their use of social media for business purposes significantly and 
perhaps are slower than brokers to adapt to this new medium.   
 
On the other hand, brokers in this year’s exchange report doing more 
of the following: reading online forums/discussion groups, reading blogs, 
listening to podcasts, and watching video from other users. 
 
The table below shows the percentage of brokers and employers 
using various types of social media for business uses in the past 
month, comparing 2009 and 2011 results.  Bolded numbers show 
areas of change from 2009 to 2011. 
 

Top Business Uses of Social Media Among Brokers & Employers 
2009 vs. 2011 

 

 Brokers Employers 

Activity 2009 2011 2009 2011 

Read online forums/discussion 
groups 51% 63% 48% 46% 

Read customer ratings/reviews of 
products or services 36% 39% 31% 32% 

Contribute to online forums/ 
discussion groups 25% 32% 24% 26% 

Read blogs 20% 32% 28% 25% 

Listen to podcasts 26% 40% 24% 24% 

Visit social networking sites 33% 34% 18% 23% 

Watch video from other users 17% 34% 15% 21% 
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What is an 'online lurker'? 
 

On Wikipedia, a lurker in Internet culture is 
described as a person who reads discussions 
on a message board, newsgroup, chatroom, 
file sharing or other interactive system, but 
rarely or never participates actively.  

 

 

 

Behind the Numbers: Online 
Communities & Participation 1 
 

Emergence Marketing, an online blog, 
recently posted some statistics on online 
communities.  According to the blog, 'most 
communities have 90% of users who are 
lurkers – people who may consume things 
from the community but who don't 
contribute.'   

It also discussed the idea of active lurkers: 
'the largest form of participation in online 
communities happens to be active lurking, 
which according to an MIT research study, can 
make up 40-50% of your community 
membership. Active lurkers are those that 
may take something from the community and 
pass it along to others using different 
channels. Active lurkers also include those 
people who may visit a customer support 
community and find a solution to their 
problem without contributing to the 
community. Active lurkers also include those 
who will contact the original poster through a 
different channel, like telephone, email, or 
perhaps a face to face meeting – in effect 
continuing the conversation outside of the 
visible public side of the community, but not 
outside of the community itself.' 

Interest in Online Communities 

We asked both brokers and employers about their interest in online 
communities where they could communicate with other employers 
and brokers. 

Overall, both groups demonstrate interest in such online 
communities, with brokers showing slightly more interest than 
employers. 

Roughly half of brokers and employers say they would be 'very 
interested' in communicating with employers in such a way.  More 
than one-third of brokers and more than a fifth of employers indicate 
they would be 'very interested' in communicating with brokers this 
way. 

This suggests that both groups see advantages in this type of 
engagement and communication.   

Participation in Online Communities 
We asked both groups about whether they would participate in such 
an online community.   

Brokers and employers report similar likelihood; as many as one-
quarter of both groups feel they would be ‘highly likely’ to 
provide/contribute content (such as post a comment, engage in 
conversation, etc.) in addition to reading information on such an 
online community.   

Twenty-five percent is quite high compared to many communities.  
Research indicates that somewhere between 2 and 10% of 
community members are active with the majority being more passive 
(see “Behind the Numbers: Online Communities and Participation” 
in the side panel).  

This indicates that for some brokers and employers, a community of 
group employee benefits professionals would provide value.   

Topics for Online Communities 

We asked all participants, no matter their level of interest, which 
topics (among a list provided) they would be most interested in 
discussing in such online communities. 

The most popular topics among brokers are: benefits 
communication, trends in employee medical benefits, trends in 
legislation, and uses of technology for their business. 

Employers cite the following most commonly: trends in 
employee medical benefits, trends in employee non-medical benefits, 
trends in the insurance industry, and trends in the retirement 
industry. 
 1 http://www.emergencemarketing.com/2010/02/18/active-lurkers-the-hidden-asset-in-
online-communities/
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What are broker networks? 
 

These are networks that provide participating 
firms with resources and support in areas such 
as marketing, compliance, technology and 
business best practices. 

 

Talking about broker networks 

Here are brokers talking about the benefits of 
broker networks: 

"Access to preferred relationships with 
carriers and strategic partnerships with 
industry experts. Bring the presence and 
capabilities of a national broker but with 
greater flexibility to meet a client's needs. 
There are a ton of additional benefits such as 
the intellectual collaboration, sharing of best 
practices, etc." 

"It is good to have a forum of peers to bounce 
ideas off of and a larger population helps to 
pick up on trends. In the past year I have had 
two instances where we have re-evaluated 
policy in our firm due to this type of forum." 

 

Use of Mobile/Portable Devices 
We also asked participants about their use of mobile/portable 
devices.   

The majority of both brokers and employers indicate they currently 
use a laptop computer; this is the top response among both groups 
by a wide margin. 

About half of brokers say they utilize a Blackberry currently, 
compared to one-third of employers.  More brokers than employers 
also report using an iPad currently, while more employers than 
brokers are using a non-smartphone mobile phone.  

The table below shows the percentage of brokers and employers 
using various mobile/portable devices. 
 

Use of Mobile/Portable Devices 
% of  Brokers  and Employers  

 

 Brokers Employers 

Laptop computer 73% 77% 

Blackberry 53% 33% 

iPad 23% 10% 

iPhone 20% 16% 

Non-smartphone mobile phone 20% 32% 

Android-based smartphone 16% 20% 

Smartphone – other than Android-
based 4% 9% 

 

Broker Networks 

We asked brokers only about their opinions of and experiences with 
broker networks.  

In general, participation is moderate.  About two-fifths of brokers 
indicate that their firm belongs to or is affiliated with a broker 
network.   

Among those that do belong to a broker network, the majority says their firm 
pays a membership fee. 

Among those that don’t belong to a broker network, about one in five would 
be ‘very likely’ to recommend to their firm’s management that they 
consider joining a broker network. 

Those who do not currently belong to a broker network may want to 
gather feedback and information from those that do in order to 
assess key benefits of such a network. 
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Family Medical Leave Act (FMLA) 
Concept 

Participants were given a description of a Family Medical Leave Act 
(FMLA) program concept designed for small to mid-sized 
companies, or those firms with 50 to 1,000 lives, and asked their 
opinion of it. 

Concept Test: Views on an FMLA Concept 

Overall, brokers show more interest in this concept than 
employers.  When we asked brokers their agreement with various 
statements (with regard to their clients with 50 to 1,000 employees), 
more than one-third strongly agree with the following: 

 If a group disability insurance carrier added this program to 
their benefit offering, I would likely recommend this program 
to my clients with 50 to 1,000 employees. 

 

 If a group disability insurance carrier added this program to 
their benefit offering, it would positively impact my feelings 
toward this carrier. 

 

 My clients with 50 to 1,000 lives would be interested in 
getting this program from a group disability carrier. 

 

Conversely, when we asked employers with 50 – 1,000 employees 
how interested they would be in such a concept, the majority 
indicated being neutral or negative. 

These results indicate a clear gap in the views of brokers and 
employers.  This presents a possible opportunity or perhaps a need 
for brokers to inform and educate their clients in the area of FMLA. 
 

Advantages of the Concept 
We asked participants – both brokers and employers – about their 
perceptions of the following potential advantages of this concept: 

• Improvement in understanding the nuances of the FMLA 
laws 

• Increased comfort level regarding ability to administer all 
FMLA leave requests 

• Potential administration costs savings 
• Potential savings with respect to potential legal ramifications 
• Time savings 
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Behind the Numbers: Recent Trend 
Research 2 

Each year, the Kaiser Family Foundation 
conducts their ‘Employer Health Benefits: 
Annual Survey’ of public and private firms. 

According to the 2010 survey, among those 
who offer health benefits, 18% report they 
offer or contribute to a vision benefit for 
their employees that is separate from any 
vision coverage that health plan might 
include.  These findings are consistent with 
2008 results of 17%. 

Larger firms (200+ employees) are more likely 
than small firms (3 – 199) to offer these vision 
benefits (55% vs. 17%). 

 

 

Advantages of the Concept (cont.) 
The findings again indicate a substantial difference between the views 
of the two groups.  Brokers and employers disagree on all 
advantages asked about.  More than two-fifths of brokers consider 
all of these to be significant advantages of this concept, while most 
employers do not see any of these as particularly significant 
advantages.    

Again, this perhaps suggests the need for increased communication 
and education.  

Vision Insurance 

We asked employers only about vision insurance and their current 
offerings and policies.  

Current Vision Policies 
Roughly three-quarters of employer participants say they 
currently offer vision insurance.  (Please note this figure is 
representative of NEBAF panelists and, may be inflated due to the 
qualifications of participants, see left side panel for recent industry 
figures). 

As expected, larger employers are more likely than smaller employers 
to say they offer vision insurance. 

Who Pays?  

Among those that offer vision insurance, roughly half report paying some 
percentage of the premium for their employees, while half offer it as 
a voluntary benefit, where the employee pays 100% of the premium. 

Most of those that offer vision insurance say they offer fully insured 
vision plans. 

Importance of Factors of Vision Plan  

We asked employers about the importance of several factors of their 
vision plans: 

• Most think the vision carriers’ overall network is very 
important. 

• About half feel it’s important that the carriers’ vision network 
is national in scope.  

• Most do not think it’s important that the vision carrier also 
delivers other benefit coverages.  

This information may present brokers with ideas for assisting and 
informing their clients further in the area of vision insurance.    
 

2 The Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation and Health Research Educational Trust.  
Employer Health Benefits: 2008 Annual Survey.  September 2009. 
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Vision and Dental Bundling Concept  

Lastly, we asked both brokers and employers their input on the 
concept of bundling Vision and Dental benefits together. One 
advantage of bundling benefits together is to provide employees with 
convenient, cost effective access to basic wellness provisions and 
allow them to purchase additional coverage if needed. 

Overall, both groups react positively to the idea of bundling 
these two benefits together.  However, more brokers than 
employers agree with the following statement: This offer would 
allow my clients/our company to offer employees access to basic and 
supplemental vision coverage in a cost effective way without 
incurring significant additional expense for the client/company. 

These results demonstrate that brokers and employers are receptive 
to this idea, but have different views when it comes to cost 
effectiveness.  This difference may indicate the need for increased 
communication between brokers and employers. 
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We are continuing to invite Human Resource executives, Finance executives,  
Brokers, and Consultants to join the National Employee Benefits Advisory Forum. 

If you or someone you know is interested in joining, please visit www.NEBAF.org and click 
Join Us. Or, email us at nebaf @csr-bos.com for more information on how to join. 


