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From Carrier
to Catalyst

WINNING THE GROUP CONTRACT IS NO LONGER
THE FINISH LINE. IT°S THE STARTING POINT.

In today’s benefits environment, insurers operate inside a three-way
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share. Network breadth isn’t enough. And a strong AM Best rating
won’t secure renewal.
PAGE 5
Marketing leaders inside insurance organizations face a new mandate: Undersfanding the
demonstrate measurable value to the employer while delivering an B2B2C Breakdown
experience that earns trust from the employee.
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HR teams are under pressure from rising healthcare costs, vendor e
Building a

sprawl and workforce expectations shaped by consumer technology.
Employees expect clarity and personalization. Brokers are consolidating
and embedding carrier offerings inside proprietary platforms.

Frictionless Bridge

The traditional waterfall of communication is breaking down. PAGE 8 .
Overcoming the
This report outlines how forward-thinking carriers are responding Technolugg Moat

with a strategic model built around:

Direct-to-member engagement that reduces decision
fatigue and drives year-round interaction

HR enablement that transforms the employer from
overloaded administrator to internal champion

Deep technical integration that eliminates friction and
turns data into defensible proof of value

The carriers that thrive in this environment will not behave like payers.
They will operate as partners.
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Forces Reshaping the Market

The group health insurance landscape in 2026 is no longer defined by incremental shifts; it is defined by a quiet alarm bell
that has finally turned into a roar. For insurance carriers, the challenge has moved beyond simple risk management into
a battle for sustainable growth in an environment where the traditional B2B sales model is under extreme duress.

A COST CURVE THAT
WON’T COOPERATE

For the first time in over a decade, medical trend has
meaningfully outpaced general inflation. Employers
are projecting healthcare cost increases approaching
9-10%.! Pharmacy spend is accelerating even faster,
now accounting for nearly 24% of every healthcare
dollar spent by employers.2 This is being driven
largely by “The GLP-1 Effect,” as utilization of obesity
and anti-diabetic medications continue to skyrocket.

This shift changes the nature of the B2B sale.
Employers are no longer negotiating incremental
increases. They are searching for structural answers.

In small group markets, the strain is even more
visible. Healthier populations are migrating toward
level-funded and self-insured arrangements, leaving
ACA-compliant pools increasingly unstable. Premium

increase requests in some regions exceed 30%.?
Carriers must now compete not just on pricing but
on stop-loss sophistication, underwriting agility and
financial modeling credibility.*

Growth in this environment demands more than
rate discipline. It requires strategic positioning.
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THE EXPECTATIONS GAP:
B2B REALITY VS B2C DESIRE

Carriers operate in a B2B distribution model. Employees live in a B2C world.
That tension is widening.

Younger workers expect digital-first access to benefits, transparent cost comparisons and mobile decision tools. At the same
time, they want human support when stakes are high. Employers see Al transforming underwriting and claims, yet many feel
carriers have not meaningfully improved the member experience.®

The gap between operational investment and perceived value is where brand equity erodes.

Over 67% of consumers under age 40 now demand digital-first access to their benefits, yet they still value
advisor-led support when making high-stakes decisions.®

21% of employers currently feel their carriers are leveraging Al effectively to enhance the member experience.!

HR FATIGUE IS REAL

Family coverage now approaches $27,000 annually.* At the same time, HR departments face budget
constraints, staffing reductions and growing administrative complexity.

Troubleshooting claims, clarifying benefits and fielding employee confusion consume time HR teams
do not have. When communication breaks down, retention suffers. Employees consistently rank health
insurance as their most valued benefit, yet confusion about those benefits remains widespread.
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THE EMPLOYER IS NO LONGER LOOKING FOR A VENDOR. THEY ARE LOOKING FOR RELIEF.
In 2026, employers are actively streamlining vendor counts in pursuit of “simplicity and clinical
outcomes.” Carriers that cannot prove their integrated value risk being replaced by niche point
solutions that offer better engagement.?
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Understanding the B2B2(C Breakdown

In the traditional group insurance model, the carrier sits at the top of a waterfall, pouring information down through brokers
and HR managers, hoping it reaches the employee intact. In 2026, this waterfall is increasingly obstructed. The B2B2C dynamic
is failing not because the products are poor, but because the links between the three key stakeholders have become brittle

under the weight of administrative complexity and digital noise.
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THE BROKER
BOTTLENECK

Brokers remain powerful distribution

partners, but their role is evolving.
Many operate proprietary enrollment
platforms where carrier branding
becomes secondary to the broker’s
digital experience. As embedded
distribution grows, insurers risk
becoming interchangeable

back-end providers.

Compounding the issue, only 29% of
carriers have achieved the high-level
customer experience digital maturity

required to feed real-time, personalized

data into broker portals.’

The result: brand invisibility
at the point of decision.

Over 55% of digital insurance
policies are now distributed
through B2B2C channels and
embedded platforms.®
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THE SILENT
MESSENGER PROBLEM

As the middle link in this chain, HR
managers are expected to educate
employees, field questions and
reinforce benefit value — all while
navigating inflation and vendor
consolidation. They simply do not have
the bandwidth to act as marketing
extensions of the carrier, too.

When messaging depends on
overextended HR teams, engagement
falters. With businesses losing an
estimated $3,640 to $37,440 per
employee per year due to poor internal
communication, benefits confusion
increases waste and weakens the
carrier’s value proposition before
renewal discussions even begin.®

56% of U.S. workers report
unclear or inconsistent
communication about their
health benefits.*
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THE EMPLOYEE VALUE
PERCEPTION GAP

The final, and arguably most
important, link is the employee.
While health insurance remains

the most valued benefit for 80%

of workers, 63% of employees say
that poor communication regarding
their benefits and company goals
influences their decision to quit.>

For example, while carriers have
expanded mental health resources,
wellness incentives and digital tools,
25% of employees don’t even know
if their employer offers an Employee
Assistance Program (EAP) or mental
health support.*?

This disconnect is costly. While
insurance products may be strong,
the inability to clearly communicate
its benefits affect its perceived value
in the eyes of end users.
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Building a Frictionless Bridge

To bridge the gap between B2B sales and B2C satisfaction, carriers must evolve from being a passive payer to an active
platform. The carriers winning the market are those that use connected intelligence to remove friction for the broker,
the employer and the member simultaneously.

Our framework for building this bridge relies on three interconnected pillars: Direct-to-Member (D2M) Engagement,

HR Enablement and Deep Integration.

PILLARI:

DIRECT-TO-MEMBER
(D2M) ENGAGEMENT

PERSONALIZATION AS INFRASTRUCTURE, NOT CAMPAIGN

Generic enrollment guides no longer suffice. Members
expect guidance tailored to their circumstances.

Leading carriers are deploying Al-powered plan matching
tools that analyze historical claims, prescriptions and
provider preferences to narrow choices to a manageable
shortlist. What once required hours of spreadsheet
comparison now happens in minutes.*

Equally important is extending engagement beyond open
enrollment. 40% of members under 40 now actively seek
“living benefits,” such as cash-back wellness rewards or
proactive health guidance.® Each touchpoint reinforces
value before a claim ever occurs.

When engagement becomes continuous,
renewal becomes easier.

84% of consumers state that personalized
communication is a key driver of their engagement.**
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------------------------------------

PILLARII:

HR ENABLEMENT

MAKING THE EMPLOYER LOOK LIKE THE HERO

While 80% of employers believe benefits are
central to retention, many struggle to quantify
return on investment.*

Carriers that provide clear reporting — trend analysis,
utilization insights, projected savings — equip HR leaders
with defensible narratives for executive teams. In this
instance, data becomes advocacy.

Beyond reporting, embedded marketing support
matters. Ready-to-deploy communication kits,
personalized email journeys, short-form video explainers
and platform-integrated nudges reduce administrative
burden while improving employee clarity. In fact,
companies using video testimonials and personalized
content see a 34% increase in application

and engagement.®

When the carrier makes HR’s job easier, loyalty grows.
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DEEP INTEGRATION

FROM EMAIL ATTACHMENTS TO API ECOSYSTEMS

The bridge is only as strong as the data flowing across
it. Friction in underwriting, eligibility updates, leave
management and claims processing undermines the
experience for all stakeholders.

Modern integration means more than a simple API that shares
basic roster data. It involves seamless data exchange between
carrier systems and HRIS platforms — automating evidence
of insurability, syncing leave status and reducing manual
entry errors that currently plague the B2B2C chain."’

Operational efficiency is not just a cost lever. It is a marketing
asset. Faster claims processing, real-time updates and
smoother onboarding reinforce brand trust more effectively
than any tagline.

Integrating Al and automation into core workflows
is projected to reduce claims processing times by up
to 40% by late 2026.:®
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Overcoming the Technology Moat

In 2026, the competitive advantage in group insurance has shifted. It is no longer enough to have a broad network or a stable
“A” rating; those are now table stakes. The new moat — the barrier that protects a carrier’s market share from disruption — is
the sophistication of its personalization engine and its deployment velocity.

As medical costs soar, Al has moved from an experimental curiosity to a core operational necessity for carriers looking to
maintain margins and member loyalty.
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INTELLIGENT PLAN MATCHING

Al-powered tools now provide predictive cost
transparency and individualized recommendations.

The 2026 open enrollment cycle is the first where
Al-driven guidance is the standard, not the exception.
For employees, the paradox of choice is being solved
by algorithms that act as personal financial advisors.
This leads to:

Reduced Decision Fatigue: Al systems now
analyze a member’s specific healthcare history,
prescription needs and preferred providers to
surface only the 3 to 4 plans most likely to serve
them. This has transformed a process that used
to take hours of spreadsheet comparison into a
3-minute mobile experience.’®

Predictive Cost Clarity: Al can quickly and easily

provide total cost of care transparency. These
models estimate an employee’s annual out-of-

pocket spend based on likely utilization, helping

them understand the real-world difference

between a $0-premium HDHP and a richer PPO.*

DEPLOYMENT VELOCITY

In a volatile cost environment, timing matters.
Personalized campaigns launched quickly outperform
perfectly optimized campaigns delivered too late.
Speed has become a strategic KPI.

In fact, 88% of CEOs in the insurance sector now rank
deployment velocity as a more critical KPI than model
accuracy. A personalized engagement campaign
deployed today is more valuable than a perfect one
deployed next quarter.*®

Automation in claims and service operations reinforces
this advantage. Al-powered claims are now achieving
40-60% reductions in processing time, with straight-
through processing (STP) rates for routine claims
reaching 78%.%?* When routine claims process rapidly
and accurately, satisfaction rises. For marketers, a
smooth claim experience remains the most powerful
retention driver available.
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HYPER-PERSONALIZATION
a?o

‘ Localization is advancing beyond national averages. Policies are increasingly personalized
based on local hospitalization costs and city-specific medical inflation rather than generic
- national averages. This ensures that a group in New York isn’t paying for the risk profile

of a group in rural Nebraska.

Meanwhile, engagement tools adapt to lifestyle preferences and behavioral signals.

With 40% of members under 40 seeking living benefits (like wellness rewards and proactive
health coaching), carriers are using Al to reposition insurance as a daily-use wellness app
rather than a once-a-year bill.®

Static brochures are fading. Dynamic, responsive experiences are replacing them.

‘u THE HUMAN DIFFERENTIATOR

As Al floods the market with generic content, the final piece of the moat is human-led
brand authority.

Surveys show that 80% of marketers use Al for some aspect of their content creation.?
While that may help the industry scale content production, over time this can lead to a
sameness. Technology can analyze patterns, but it cannot articulate conviction.

Carriers that pair automation with a clear, human point of view stand apart.?? Authority comes
not from volume, but from perspective.

71% of consumers expect personalized recommendations, yet only 28% feel they
actually receive them.%
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From Payer to Partner

For decades, success in group insurance

was defined by underwriting discipline,
competitive pricing and network breadth.
Those fundamentals still matter, but

they are no longer enough to stand out

in a market where employers face rising
costs, employees expect consumer-grade
experiences and brokers increasingly control
the point of distribution.

The competitive shift is not just
technological. It is relational.

Carriers are no longer evaluated solely

on the policies they issue, but on the
experience they create across the employer-
employee relationship. Enrollment, claims,
communication and ongoing engagement
all shape how value is perceive, and whether
a carrier earns renewal.

In a B2B2C environment, marketing must
help connect these experiences. That means
translating data into meaningful insights

for HR leaders, guiding employees through
complex decisions and reducing friction
across every interaction.

The carriers that succeed will not position
themselves simply as payers. They will
operate as partners in workforce health,
financial stability and employee experience.
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About Responsory

The trends outlined in this report point to a clear reality: growth

in the group insurance market increasingly depends on how well
carriers navigate the B2B2C experience. Messaging, technology
and member engagement are no longer separate disciplines —
they are part of the same system.

That system requires more than campaigns. It requires strategy.

Responsory works with insurance and healthcare organizations
to clarify complex value propositions and translate them into
marketing programs that resonate with employers, brokers and
members alike. Our team combines strategic research, digital
execution and performance analytics to help carriers strengthen
their market position and accelerate growth.

If your organization is exploring ways to modernize its B2B2C
marketing strategy, we welcome the conversation.

Visit Responsory.com to learn more about our insurance
expertise or contact us to start the discussion.

RESPONSORY, A JOHNSON
DIRECT COMPANY

13255 West Bluemound Road, Suite 105
Brookfield, Wisconsin 53005

Phone 800.710.2750

Email info@responsory.com

Wehsite  responsory.com
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