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Background & Methodology 

The National Employee Benefits Advisory 
Forum (NEBAF) conducted an online 
information exchange in November 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 207 brokers and 204 
employers.  

 

  

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

• Social media,  

• Mobile devices,  

• Online benefits administration & 
enrollment, and 

• Group disability programs. 

Executive Summary 

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

• This quarter, brokers and employers were asked questions on 
social media that were also asked in Q4 of 2009 and Q1 of 
2011. 

• When it comes to social media for personal use:  
• For brokers, the top five personal uses have remained 

consistent from 2009 to the present; yet two areas 
show some growth - visiting social networking sites 
and reading online forums or discussion groups. 

• For employers, personal uses are very consistent 
when comparing Q1 2011 to Q4 2011; little to no 
change is reported over this time period. 

• More brokers than employers are using social media 
for reading online forums/discussion groups, while 
more employers than brokers use social media for 
updating/ maintaining a profile on a social 
networking site.    

• When it comes to using social media for business: 
• For brokers, most uses remain flat from 2009 to 

present, yet, brokers do indicate doing more of both 
reading blogs and watching videos, than they did in 
2009. 

• For employers, there is a slight upward trend in 
reading customer ratings/reviews of products or 
services since 2009, while all other uses remain 
relatively the same.   

• Both groups most commonly use social media for 
reading online forums/discussion groups.  Beyond 
that, more brokers than employers visit social 
networking sites and read blogs, while more 
employers than brokers say they have contributed to 
an online forum or discussion group in the past 
month.    

• Facebook is more commonly used by both brokers and 
employers for work purposes, than Twitter.  

Both brokers and employers provided feedback on their experiences with 
mobile devices. 

• Brokers are using their cell phones more frequently to 
conduct work activities than employers are.  For both groups, 
sending/receiving emails to carriers and/or clients is the 
most common cell phone activity. 
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Executive Summary (cont.) 

This report also includes the opinions and views of both groups on the 
topic of online benefits administration and enrollment. 

• Roughly three in five brokers and employers say they utilize a 
benefits administration website to manage their employee 
benefits offerings.  

• From a broker perspective, reporting, status tracking (enroll 
and make changes on behalf of employees), transaction 
capabilities are seen as the most important online capabilities 
for a benefits administration website.  When asked about the 
employer or client perspective, both brokers and employers 
identify the same three capabilities as important. 

• A gap is seen between brokers and employers in methods of 
enrollment; online is the top method promoted by brokers, 
yet paper is the top form used by employers. 

• Brokers and employers both report that they turn to carrier 
websites most commonly for online enrollment.  

• Most participants report that they /their clients do not pay 
for employees to enroll through the online channel. 

• Most brokers and employers indicate that their enrollment 
website does not allow multiple carriers / vendors to display 
their product offerings. 

 

Lastly, brokers only shared their views and opinions on group disability 
programs. 

• We asked brokers about their thoughts around voluntary 
group disability programs.  Most brokers expect new sales 
premium to grow in the next five years.   

• Also, brokers cite onsite group meetings, onsite enrollment, 
and online enrollment as important features and services 
when deciding to recommend a carrier. 
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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. 

 

 

 

 

Historical NEBAF Results 
 

The Q4 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, fewer than in both quarters in 
2011. These differences in sample should be 
taken into account when reading and 
comparing these results. 

The Q1 2011 results discussed in this report 
are taken from The National Employee 
Benefits Advisory Forum (NEBAF)’s online 
information exchange in March 2011. A total 
of 234 brokers and 211 employers 
participated in the 2009 exchange. 

 

 

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 information exchanges in the 
first quarter of 2011 and the fourth quarter of 2009 (see lower left 
side bar for details on these exchanges). 

Among brokers, the top five personal uses of social media have 
remained consistent from 2009 to the present.  The most popular 
uses this quarter, named by roughly three in five brokers, are: visit 
social networking sites, read customer ratings/reviews of products or 
services, and/or read online forums or discussion groups. 

Two areas show growth over the two-year period, suggesting 
increasing acceptance and usage in social media among 
brokers: The percentage of brokers visiting social networking sites has 
increased steadily from 2009 to present; brokers report a 9 
percentage point increase over the two-year period.  More brokers 
also report reading online forums or discussion groups this quarter than did 
in either of the prior two quarters, a 19-percentage point increase. 

The table below shows the percentage of brokers using various types 
of social media in the past month, comparing Q4 2009 results and 
Q1 2011 results with Q4 2011 results.  Bolded numbers show areas 
of change. 
 

Top Personal Uses of Social Media Among Brokers  
Q4 2009 vs. Q1 2011 vs. Q4 2011 

 

Activity 
Q4 

2009 
Q1 

2011 
Q4 

2011 

Read customer ratings/reviews of 
products or services 66% 61% 62% 

Visit social networking sites 52% 56% 61% 

Read online forums or 
discussion groups 42% 58% 61% 

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

52% 48% 52% 

Watch video from other users 48% 47% 49% 
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Comparing Broker and Employers: 
Personal Uses 
 

In comparing both brokers' and employers' use 
of social media personally this year, usage is 
similar with two interesting differences.   

More brokers than employers are using social 
media for reading online forums/discussion 
groups than employers, while more employers 
than brokers use social media for 
updating/maintaining a profile on a social 
networking site.   

Social Media Activities for Personal Purposes (cont.) 
Employers most commonly mention using social media personally 
for the following this quarter (named by roughly three in five): visiting 
social networking sites, reading customer ratings/reviews of products or services, 
and/or updating/maintaining a profile on a social networking site. 

As reported previously, employers are utilizing social media more for 
visiting social networking sites, updating/maintaining a profile on a social 
networking site, and reading of online forums/discussion groups, in 2011 (both 
quarters) than in 2009.  Yet, personal uses are very consistent when 
comparing Q1 2011 to Q4 2011, little to no change is reported over 
this time period. 

The table below shows the percentage of employers using various 
types of social media in the past month, comparing Q4 2009 results 
and Q1 2011 results with Q4 2011 results.  Bolded numbers show 
areas of change. 
 

Top Personal Uses of Social Media Among Employers  
Q4 2009 vs. Q1 2011 vs. Q4 2011 

 

Activity 
Q4 

2009 
Q1 

2011 
Q4 

2011 

Visit social networking sites 51% 64% 63% 

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

Update/maintain a profile on a social 
networking site (e.g., Facebook) 54% 60% 61% 

Read online forums/discussion grps 38% 55% 54% 

Watch video from other users 48% 45% 47% 

 

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 Q4 2009 and Q1 2011. 

Overall, business usage among brokers is consistently lower 
than personal usage; this is consistent with previous findings.  
Reading online forums or discussion groups is cited most commonly as a 
business use for social media, named by roughly half.  Beyond that, 
most uses are named by only a third or less of brokers.   
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Social Media Activities for Business Purposes (Cont.) 
When looking at changes in the past few years, most uses remain flat, 
yet, brokers do indicate doing more of both reading blogs and 
watching videos, than they did in 2009.  Trend results for uses such 
as listening to podcasts and contributing to online forums are mixed; 
these activities may be dependent on other factors such as item 
content, broker workload, etc.  
 
The table below shows the percentage of brokers using various types 
of social media for business uses in the past month, comparing 2009 
and 2011 results.  Bolded numbers show areas of change. 
 

Top Business Uses of Social Media Among Brokers  
Q4 2009 vs. Q1 2011 vs. Q4 2011 

 
 

Activity Q4 2009 Q1 2011 Q4 2011 

Read online forums/discussion groups 51% 63% 52% 

Visit social networking sites 33% 34% 37% 

Read customer ratings/reviews of 
products or services 36% 39% 33% 

Read blogs 20% 32% 30% 

Listen to podcasts 26% 40% 30% 

Watch video from other users 17% 34% 28% 

Contribute to online forums/ discussion 
groups 25% 32% 17% 

 

Similar to brokers, employers' use of social media for business 
remains low, consistently lower than their personal usage; this is 
also consistent with previous findings.  No single use is named by 
more than half of employers.  Again, similar to brokers, reading online 
forums or discussion groups is the top business use.   

There is a slight upward trend among employers in reading customer 
ratings/reviews of products or services since 2009.   
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Comparing Broker and Employers: 
Business Uses 
 

In comparing both brokers' and employers' use 
of social media for business purposes, 
similarities and differences are seen.   

Both groups most commonly use social media 
for reading online forums/discussion groups.  
More brokers than employers visit social 
networking sites and read blogs, while more 
employers than brokers say they have 
contributed to an online forum or discussion 
group in the past month.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

Social Media Activities for Business Purposes (Cont.) 
The table below shows the percentage of 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. 
 

Top Business Uses of Social Media Among Employers  
Q4 2009 vs. Q1 2011 vs. Q4 2011 

 

Activity Q4 2009 Q1 2011 Q4 2011 

Read online forums/discussion groups 48% 46% 47% 

Read customer ratings/reviews of 
products or services 24% 26% 32% 

Listen to podcasts 24% 24% 28% 

Visit social networking sites 31% 32% 25% 

Watch video from other users 18% 23% 25% 

Contribute to online forums/ discussion 
groups 15% 21% 23% 

Read blogs 28% 25% 21% 

Frequency of visiting Facebook & Twitter 

We asked both brokers and employers how frequently they visit 
Facebook and Twitter for work. 

Overall, both groups indicate that Facebook is the more 
commonly visited site.   

Roughly one in four brokers and employers say they visit Facebook 
at least weekly for work. 

 

Mobile Devices 

We asked both groups various questions about current usage of 
mobile devices.   

Work Activities Conducted on Cell Phones 

We asked both groups about activities they conduct on their work 
cell phone.   
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 Work Activities Conducted on Cell Phones (cont.) 

Most brokers say they send/receive email messages to/from 
carriers and/or send/receive email messages to/from clients 
daily or more frequently.   They also commonly use their work 
phone for: sending/receiving SMS/text messages to/from clients, 
accessing carrier websites, and/or using mobile search for work. 

In general, employers report conducting all activities asked 
about less frequently than brokers do.  Similar to brokers, 
employers most commonly use their work cell phones for 
sending/receiving email messages to/from carriers and/or 
sending/receiving email messages to/from clients.   

This may present a potential opportunity for brokers to differentiate 
themselves in their communications and relationships with 
employers.  

 

Online Benefits Administration & 
Enrollment 

We asked both brokers and employers a number of questions to gauge 
their experiences and opinions around online benefits administration 
and enrollment. 

Use of a Benefits Administration Website 

When we asked both groups whether they use a benefits 
administration website to manage their employee benefits offerings, 
results among both groups are very similar; more than half say 
they do (56% of brokers and 57% of employers). 

For those brokers and employers not using a benefits administration 
website, this could suggest a possible communications gap, perhaps 
they don't understand the advantages of using one. 

Importance of Online Capabilities 
We asked brokers who use benefits administration websites about 
the importance of various online capabilities for a benefits 
administration website from a broker /administrator perspective.  
The top three capabilities, named as highly important by 80% or 
more, are: 

• Reporting 
• Status tracking (enroll and make changes on behalf of 

Employees) 
• Transaction capabilities 
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Which online capabilities are important 
to Employees? 
 

We also asked employers (again, who use 
benefits administration websites) about the 
importance of various online capabilities for a 
benefits administration website to their 
employees.  Employers identify enrollment 
and access to online forms as most important 
to employees, with claim status and decision 
advice/guidance of lesser importance. 

Online Benefits Administration & 
Enrollment (cont.) 

 
We then asked brokers and employers (who use benefits 
administration websites) about the importance of various online 
capabilities for a benefits administration website from an employer or 
client perspective.  The two groups agree, both naming the 
following as the top three most important capabilities (similar to 
capabilities brokers need from an administrative standpoint):  
 

• Reporting 
• Status tracking (enroll and make changes on behalf of 

Employees) 
• Transaction capabilities 

 
It's clear from results that providers should focus on the above 
capabilities when creating or fine-tuning their benefits websites.  In 
addition, when assessing a provider and/or a benefits administration 
website, both brokers and employers may want to check the 
functionality and usability of these capabilities. 

Methods of Enrollment 
We asked brokers which types of enrollment they promote with their 
clients.  Online is the most common, name by roughly three in four, 
followed by paper and then onsite. 

We then asked employers which methods they will use or have used 
during enrollment.  The findings show a gap in what methods 
brokers promote and what methods employers use; paper is the 
most popular method used, named by roughly two in three, followed 
by online and then onsite. 

This perhaps suggests the need for increased communication and 
education.  

Websites Used for Online Enrollment 
When we asked brokers (who say they promote online enrollment) 
which kind of website they typically promote for online enrollment, 
carrier website was the most common.  Third party administrator 
(TPA) and Broker owned were the second and third most popular 
choices. 

We then asked employers (who will or have used the online channel for 
enrollment) which website their company used for online enrollment.  
Similar to brokers, the most common choice among employers 
is carrier website.  Beyond that, both employer website and TPA 
website are next common.  
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Online Benefits Administration & 
Enrollment (cont.) 
Paying for Online Enrollment 

We then asked both groups (only those who promote or use online 
enrollment) about paying for employees to enroll through the online 
channel.  Roughly three in five brokers and employers report that 
they / their clients do not pay for the online channel. 

Enrollment websites allowing multiple carriers / vendors  

We also asked both groups (again, those who promote or use online 
enrollment) whether their enrollment website allows multiple carriers 
/ vendors to display their product offerings.  Both brokers and 
employers report similar views; roughly three in four brokers and 
roughly three in five brokers say they do not. 

Findings on online benefits administration and enrollment may 
present brokers with ideas for assisting and informing their clients 
further in this area.    

 

Voluntary Group Disability Programs 
We asked brokers only about their opinion and experiences with 
voluntary group disability benefits.  

First, we asked how they expect new sales premium to change over 
the next five years.  Most (roughly 70%) think they will grow, 
while about 10% expect them to decline and the balance (roughly 
20%) anticipate sales will stay flat. 

Then we also asked how important various features and services are 
when considering recommending a carriers' voluntary disability to 
their clients.  More than three in five consider the following to be 
highly important: onsite group meetings, onsite enrollment, 
and online enrollment. 

This information may assist brokers when they are recommending 
products and services to their clients. 
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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. 


