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Three CU studies provided nuanced 
information about how consumers 
REALLY shop for health insurance 

Study Examined: When: Locations: 
Mid-sized cities in… 

Pages 1-4 of new 
health insurance 
disclosure 

Sept-Oct 2010 IA, NH, CA, OH 

“Coverage Facts 
Label” (pages 5-6) 

May 2011 MO, NY 

Actuarial Value 
Concepts 

May 2011 CO, MD 

Participants were evenly divided between men/women; uninsured/ 
insured (non-group). A variety of education levels, ages (26-64), and 
race/ethnic background, and prior familiarity with health insurance. 

22 



Top Findings  

•	 Consumers DREAD shopping for health insurance.  
o	 They don’t understand the product but they realize there are 

great financial and health implications for their families 
(=stress inducing). 

•	 Cost-sharing was the greatest source of 
confusion, things like deductible, coinsurance, 
benefit maximum, allowed amount, and out-of
pocket maximum. 

o Consumers care about value but can not compare plan value. 

•	 They won’t use information they don’t trust. 

o	 Trust levels for health insurers are very low. 
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Which would you choose?  

Health Plan A or Health Plan B 

Terms: 

εκπεστέου είναι 
$4.000· η 
μητρότητα δεν 
είναι 
καλύπτονται 

Terms: 

εκπεστέου είναι 
$1,000 7 
μητρότητα έχει 
$5.000 όφελος 
όριο 
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An Exploration of “Choice Architecture”  
Indicates Ways to Help Consumers  

•	 Choice Architecture 
describes how your 
choices are structured 

•	 Choice Architecture 
profoundly affects the 
choices made by 
consumers 

•	 Our report contrasts 
six health plan 
chooser tools 
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KEY FINDING: Carefully Consider the 
Structure of Initial Search Results 

Why? Because consumers often look no 
further, using those initial results to make 
their selection. 

o	 PBGH/CalPERS: 93% of the time the default 
display of information is accepted by users. 

o	 Checkbook: More than 60% of users make their 
decisions without viewing any other information 
beyond the initial summary screen. 
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Display of Initial Search Results:  
Key Choice Architecture Elements  

•	 Are all plans displayed? 

•	 Default sort order? 

•	 Which plan attributes are displayed? 

•	 Are there consumer-tested “cognitive short
cuts”? 
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Cognitive Short-Cuts?  
•	 Consumer will use cognitive short-cuts 

to “get through” the difficult task of 
shopping for coverage. 

•	 Consider developing short-cuts to help 
consumers to make an informed 
choice: 
o	 Total Estimated Cost 
o	 Coverage Examples 
o	 Actuarial Value (Metal) Tiers 
o	 New Measures of Provider Networks 
o	 Others not yet thought of? 
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Chooser 
Tool 

Within the customer’s service 
area, are all plans displayed? 

Plans at the top of 
the list have… 

CMS All Displayed Lowest Total 
Estimated Cost 

Checkbook All Displayed Lowest Total 
Estimated Cost 

PBGH/ 
CalPERS 

Default is to display 6 plans Lowest Total 
Estimated Cost 

Enroll UX 
2014 

User responses to questions 
determines the list of plans 
displayed, with 3 displayed at a 
time 

Lowest Total 
Estimated Cost 

MA Health 
Connector 

Users select a coverage level 
(Bronze, Silver, etc) before 
seeing plans 

Lowest Premiums 

eHealth 
Insurance 

Default shows only “Best Sellers” 
– most popular plans among 
those that contract with 
eHealthInsurance 

Proprietary algorithm 



Differences Across Tools 
Indicates A Decision Making Focus 

•	 Get to initial results quickly or require more 
information to be provided upfront? 

•	 Narrow options before initial results 
displayed or after? 

•	 Emphasize contributing to an integrated 
provider directory in carrier negotiations or 
not? 

•	 Develop tested cognitive shortcuts or pass 
through data “as is”? 
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Thank you!  

Please email 
Lynn Quincy with 
any questions: 

lquincy “at” consumer.org 

Reports can be downloaded 
from: 
www.consumersunion.org/health 

1212 

www.consumersunion.org/health
http:consumer.org


Illustrative Screen  
Shots…  
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*Sorted by estimated 
average yearly cost 
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*Sorted by published 
premium 



Further Reading…  



CU Study of Choice Architecture  
• Contrasted six health  

plan chooser tools:  
o	 Consumers  

Checkbook/FEHBP  
o	 Massachusetts  

Connector  
o	 ehealthinsurance 
o	 PBGH/CalPERS 
o	 CMS Plan Finder 
o	 Enroll User Experience  

2014 (UX 2014)  
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Choice Architecture can help…  
…or hurt  

•	 At state’s option, 
web-based brokers 
may also display 
Exchange choices. 

•	 Experience with web 
brokering of 
Medicare plans 
suggests strong 
oversight is needed. 
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Issue Brief Summarizing Findings 
from Consumer Testing 

•	 Policymakers and 
Exchange Designers 
MUST start with a 
robust, nuanced 
understanding of 
consumers’ 
difficulties shopping 
for coverage 

•	 Links to full studies 
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Issue Brief Summarizing Evidence  
from Consumer Choice Literature  

Robust evidence from 
health coverage and 
other consumer 
arenas shows that 
while a little choice 
is good, too many 
choices impair 
consumer decision 
making. 
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CU Report Calling for a new Health  
Insurance Literacy Measure  
A working definition: 

Health insurance literacy 
measures the degree to 
which individuals have the 
knowledge, ability, and 
confidence to find and 
evaluate information about 
health plans, select the best 
plan for their own (or their 
family’s) financial and health 
circumstances, and use the 
plan once enrolled. 
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Don’t we have a lot of health 
literacy measures? 

There are at least 13 tools that measure 
health literacy BUT health insurance 
literacy is different. 

A recent compilation of  
over 200 studies, none  
of which examine  
health insurance.  
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Besides CU reports, these might be 
of interest 

•	 Determining Health Benefit Designs to be 
Offered on a State Health Insurance 
Exchange (Mass Experience, Nov 2011) 

http://bluecrossmafoundation.org/Health
Reform/Lessons/~/media/Files/Health%20Reform/Lessons%20for 
%20National%20Reform%20from%20the%20Massachusetts%20E 
xperience%20Benefit%20Designs%20Toolkit%20v2.pdf 

•	 Consumer Choice of Health Plan Decision 
Support Rules for Exchanges (PBGH, July 
2012) 

http://www.pbgh.org/storage/documents/Plan_Choice_Rules_Cons 
umer_Decision_Support_Installments_I_and_II_071912.pdf 
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