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INTRODUCTION
“The only constant in life is change.” This old adage is perhaps the best description for the  
health care industry over the last decade. This past year was no exception. Market dynamics  
have constantly been in flux and new legislation continues to re-shape the landscape. Health  
plans have struggled to keep pace, but there is also a significant downstream impact felt by  
each organization’s partners and customers including health systems, physicians, employers  
and consumers themselves. As a result, it’s become even more critical that health plan  
executives stay ahead of the curve with regard to both trends and market demands.

As is often the case, new technologies and public policies  
are perhaps the biggest two forces behind many of these 
shifts. For instance, consumer demands for convenience  
and transparency have led to continued interest in digital 
health solutions. A new survey by Accenture revealed that 
more than half of consumers expect digital capabilities—
and these expectations increasingly influence their choice 
of care providers. The public sector is also focused on 
greater transparency, with CMS making new decisions in 
this realm impacting health systems and insurers alike. 

There are also other external forces at play. Massive  
companies with unmatched buying power like Amazon  
and Walmart are looking to leverage their influence and  
enable change, and are certainly getting noticed as they  
do so. Whether these efforts will truly be groundbreaking  
in the industry, or reflect more media bluster than lasting  
impact, remains to be seen. Yet there is no doubt that  
these announcements have put pressure on health plans  
to look for new and different approaches to crack the  
code around rising health care costs. 

It’s likely that a large part of the solution will involve  
transparency efforts. Still, it’s difficult to prepare for any  
strategic initiative in the midst of this changing industry  
environment. That’s why HealthSparq has developed this 
annual benchmark report, which will provide a fact-based 
perspective for decision-makers looking to optimize these 
types of programs, whether they are looking to build  
greater awareness of these resources or increase  
overall engagement and tool usage.  

INDUSTRY EXPERTISE AND 
THOUGHT LEADERSHIP
Thanks to our work with leading health plans and  
our expertise in the areas of transparency tools  
and member engagement, HealthSparq is in a 
unique position to gain access to important insights 
that help health insurers adapt to this environment. 
In fact, our company was initially founded as part  
of a health plan and today serves health care  
organizations nationwide.

https://www.accenture.com/us-en/insights/health/todays-consumers-reveal-future-healthcare
https://healthpayerintelligence.com/news/hospital-price-transparency-rule-takes-effect-january-1-2019
https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20180130005676/en/Amazon-Berkshire-Hathaway-JPMorgan-Chase-partner-U.S
https://www.forbes.com/sites/brucejapsen/2018/12/28/walmarts-health-plan-is-way-ahead-of-amazons-buffett-jpmorgan-project/#405513745589
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ABOUT THE SURVEY
We have partnered with Hanover, a leading research firm, to develop a consumer survey focused on perceptions,  
attitudes and behaviors around transparency efforts. On the following pages you will find some of the key results  
from this comprehensive survey. 
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There is no doubt that digital still dominates when it comes to today’s biggest  

health care trends. According to a 2018 McKinsey report, 70% of consumers say that  
they prefer digital solutions over phone and in-person interactions within health care.  
However, only 49% of the respondents said they had actually used technologies  
offered by their health insurer. Why the disconnect? Our research shows that half  
(46%) of respondents don’t know that they have access to transparency resources— 
online tools from insurers that let people search for providers and procedure  
costs, learn about treatment options, get guidance on their coverage and schedule  
appointments. As a result, driving greater awareness of these tools is an all-important 
goal for health plans. Fortunately, our 2019 survey also revealed some actionable  
findings that can help plans understand and address this issue. These insights can  
be used to engage the right members, in the right ways, to ensure greater awareness 
and usage of transparency tools.

CONSUMER DEMAND AND PERCEPTIONS 
AROUND TRANSPARENCY TOOLS

of respondents said they 
wish they had more control 
over their health care costs.

agreed that these tools help 
them make more informed 
decisions about their care.

said that these tools 
help them manage their 
coverage and benefits.

believed these tools can 
help them control their 
health care spending.

67% 74% 80% 68% 

Why do health care transparency tools matter?* 

Health plan’s customer service

Primary care physician

None of the above

Insurer’s health care transparency tool(s)

Friends or family

Specialty care physicians

Online health information websites 

Hospitals

Doctor review websites

HR department (at their employer)

Non-profit health care organizations

Health advocacy vendors

Government health agencies

35%

26%

23%

21%

17%

14%

14%

12%

9% 
8%

8%

6%

6%

Health Care Cost Comparisons

Where are people getting their cost comparison information?
(Individuals were asked to include multiple sources, when applicable.)

*According to individuals who report having access to transparency tools.

https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/healthcare-systems-and-services/our-insights/healthcare-consumerism-2018
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Who do people feel most comfortable discussing health care costs with?
(Individuals were asked to include multiple sources, when applicable.)

Primary care physician

Health insurance company

Pharmacies

Hospitals and clinics

Health care advocates

46% 
45%

41%

36%

32%

How do members want to hear about transparency tools from health plans?
(Individuals were asked to include multiple responses, when applicable.) 

Online portal

  60% 
Email

 41% 
Mail

 36% 
Phone

No preference

Mobile app 
(e.g., push 
noti�cations)

10%

5%

11% Online chat

18% 
In-person

Text message

16% 

15%

Why communication frequency matters. 
42% of consumers felt that if they received more communication about  
transparency tools, they would also be more likely to follow the recommendations 
received from them. How often is enough? In a previous survey, we determined  
that members want to receive communications from their health plan several  
times per year or even monthly.

42%
of consumers
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Who has the strongest influence when it comes to tool recommendations? 

percent of consumers say they are more 
likely to use a health care transparency 
tool if their physician recommends it.

67%

A third of health plans aren’t communicating frequently enough 
with their members via their preferred format.

TO:

FROM:

SUBJECT:

X

1 in 3 receive email once a year or less. 1 in 3 receive direct mail once a year or less.  

On the bright side, there are health plans out there doing it right. Two thirds of members report hearing from their 
health plan more frequently via the most preferred channels, which goes a long way towards raising awareness 
of available transparency tools and additional resources, as well as towards building trust through familiarity.  

Partnering for success.

Based on the findings above, health insurers should consider collaboration with physicians 
as a strategy to promote usage of cost estimator and transparency resources.
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The recommendation was 
based on their personal 

information/medical history.

Their current providers 
were shown along with 
this recommendation.

Their remaining deductible 
was depicted along with 

this recommendation.  

Personalized recommendations 
drive consumer action.*
Approximately one in three consumers said they’d be more likely to act on a 
health care recommendation if it was based on at least one of the following:

GETTING UP CLOSE AND PERSONAL:  
THE IMPORTANCE OF PERSONALIZATION 
AND PROACTIVE ENGAGEMENT
More than half of survey respondents who reported having access to health care transparency tools said they would 
trust transparency tools more if they provided personalized information. But what does “personalization” really mean? 
And how personal is too personal?  It’s clear from the following data that members want meaningful personalization 
based on factors including their medical history, out-of-pocket costs and provider relationships. Yet there is also a 
“creepy” factor associated with personalization for overt marketing or outreach efforts that don’t resonate with members. 
Walking this fine line is important for health plans and some of the data below can help. 

Survey says! 
79% of respondents said they’d 
be comfortable with their health 
plan using personal informa-
tion to make recommendations 
related to their health care. 

Consumers want more proactive engagement.*

59% would appreciate their health plan identifying that they 
are at risk of developing diabetes and recommending 
strategies for risk prevention.

54% would appreciate if their health plan’s website provided 
them with messaging or tasks personalized to their 
recent activity e.g., leave a review, special offers, etc. 

60% would appreciate if their health plan reached 
out after provider visits to promote providers 
with lower prices for the same claims.

Caring or creepy? 
A HealthSparq survey from 
2018 confirmed these same 
findings about consumer  
perceptions of personalization. 
It revealed that 63% of respon-
dents would support personal-
ization efforts from their health 
plan designed to lower their 
health care costs. However, 
personalization has its limits. 
That same survey showed that 
53% of consumers said that a 
health plan using their web 
browsing to customize banner 
advertising was “creepy.” This 
compares to just 8% who felt 
that a plan using claims data to 
provide disease management 
information was “creepy.”

CARING CREEPY

*According to individuals who report having access to transparency tools.

https://healthsparq.com/resources/white-papers/caring-or-creepy-what-todays-consumers-think-about-data-driven-personalization-in-health-care/


Annual Consumer Sentiment Benchmark Study 2019 7© 2019 HealthSparq, Inc.

Use of the “Find a Doctor” feature on a health insurer’s website.

                    of respondents reported using their health plan website 

                    rst when searching for a new doctor. Health plans hoping

to help their members quickly navigate to what they’re looking for 

should consider prominent placement of this feature and 

consider the partners and channels above for promotion.

FIND A DOCTOR36% 

These interactions most in�uence consumers’ health care decisions.
(Individuals were asked to include multiple responses, when applicable.) 

81% 80% 69% 58% 58% 50% 49% 45% 38%

Hospital/health 
system websites

Recommendations 
from friends/family

Health plan 
customer service

Recommendations from 
specialty care physicians

Third-party 
health websites

Health plan 
website

Health care 
transparency tools offered 

by my health plan

Recommendations 
from other health 
care professionals

Recommendations 
from my primary 

care physician

CONSUMER TRUST &  
HEALTH PLAN INTERACTIONS
While many health plans have faced high levels of distrust and negative perceptions  
from consumers in the past, research shows that the tide may be turning on these issues.  
A recent industry survey showed that the majority of health plan members express high  
satisfaction with their health insurer today, but that they are actively looking for tools  
to help them manage their out-of-pocket costs. Our respondents exhibited high levels  
of trust with their health plan. 

Primary care providers

Specialty care providers

Pharmacies

Hospitals and clinics

Health insurance companies

Third-party health websites

Health care technology companies

Health advocacy vendors

Government

71%

66%

51%

54%

46%

19%

27%

29%

27% 

Who do consumers trust among health care entities and third 
parties?*

(Individuals were asked to include multiple responses, when applicable.)

*Individuals who rated their level of trust with the entity as either high or very high.

http://go.healthedge.com/2018.06.InboundWeb.VoM.Report.html?utm_source=PressRelease&utm_medium=Media&utm_campaign=2018.06.InboundWeb.VoM.Report&utm_term=MemberSatisfaction&utm_content=VoM
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Age 18-24

Age 25-34

Age 35-44

Age 45-54

Age 55-64

Age 65+

47%

33%

42%

34%

36%

30%

Who is researching cost estimates for health care services?

WHO’S DOING THE SHOPPING?  
(INSIGHTS ABOUT AGE & GENDER)
Drilling down into our data also reveals some unique findings by age and gender.  
For example, while most health care organizations target women as the “gatekeepers”  
of care, men are actually more likely to know about transparency tools (52% versus 39%  
of women). And women are more likely to ask a friend or family member first for advice  
about health care before using an online tool (26% of women, 18% of men). Below are  
some other insights about how age and gender impact transparency tool interest and usage.

Who says they always or often 
research cost estimates before 
seeing a PCP?

Who always or often researches 
cost estimates for prescriptions?

Who says it’s very important  
to know their prescription  
out-of-pocket costs?

70% 70% 56% 

Who wishes they had more control over their health care costs?

Women

64%

Men Women and men
Age 55-64

Women and men 
Age 18-24

WOMEN

20%

MEN

32%

WOMEN

26%

MEN

37%

WOMEN

36%

MEN

29%
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KEEPING OUR FINGERS ON THE PULSE OF 
TRENDS IMPACTING HEALTH INSURERS
While the area of cost and quality transparency is still evolving, the demand for these resources among health plans, 
government groups and consumers themselves continues to grow. Our own data supports this broader narrative and 
identifies some of the ways that health plans can increase adoption of these tools through a better understanding of  
consumer perceptions and behaviors. At the same time, other positive trends—like increased trust of health plans 
across all consumers—present new opportunities for these stakeholders to capitalize on these trends while  
influencing member decision-making.

In particular, health plans should take note of consumer preferences around the right channels and communication  
frequency needed to keep these resources top of mind across all segments. The relationships between providers  
and patients also continue to be an ideal mechanism for influencing tool adoption. Finally, gaining an understanding  
of when cost and quality information is valuable to members—and in what context—is an incredibly valuable way  
to help these individuals embrace the power of transparency tools.

HealthSparq is committed to helping its partners, and health care organizations across the industry, stay informed  
about the consumer perceptions and behaviors that will shape these efforts in the future. We will continue to use  
this benchmark report as an avenue to reveal the year-over-year trends that impact both awareness and usage  
of transparency resources.

To learn more about any of the information contained in this document, to request a more comprehensive set of data  
by geography or to match specific aspects of your member demographics, please visit healthsparq.com/contact.

http://www.healthsparq.com/contact

