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Post-Pandemic Benefits “War Games”:  
How to Prepare for What’s Coming 

 
 

“To those in our industry, playing a “war 
game” on the future of employee benefits, 

especially right now, may prove to be one of 
the most valuable activities we can 

undertake.” 
 

 
 
There’s a lot that’s been written on “being present” and “staying in the moment.” Most people (myself 
included) spend too much time either daydreaming of their next vacation or repeatedly revisiting the mistakes 
of their past. In doing so, we miss out on the gift of today, on enjoying the time we have with our children, our 
spouse, our co-workers. The studies, however, are clear: when we’re not in the present, we’re not happy. 
 
While personal happiness is dependent in our ability to enjoy today, business is a different story. If businesses 
didn’t analyze the past, they wouldn’t learn from the mistakes of their predecessors. If they didn’t attempt to 
look into the future, they wouldn’t make sound investment choices. Businesses are different - if all a business 
did was exist for today, they wouldn’t be in business long. 
 
Take the “war games” that executive leadership teams often rehearse. These activities are usually conducted 
in an offsite or retreat environment, where several different and difficult future-state scenarios are played out. 
In painstaking detail, the team plans out exactly how the company would respond to the situation. While the 
specific scenarios rarely play out exactly as in the rehearsal, these “war games” can be priceless in creating a 
nimble and prepared organization.  
 
To those in our industry, playing a “war game” on the future of employee benefits, especially right now, may 
prove to be one of the most valuable activities we can undertake.  
 
With all that’s going on, however, it’s difficult to even get started. What happens if ACA is overturned, or on 
the other hand, if a single-payer system is introduced? What happens if ACA is replaced by a new plan? What 
if new executive orders force the marketplace into one of true pricing transparency? If a new technology is 
introduced that lowers the barrier to entry for competition? 
 
These are all valid questions to explore, but for the sake of the next few minutes, it’s best to focus on one 
thing. Our area of expertise, of course, is compliance. Why don’t we start there?  
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Before we get started, let’s set the stage. It’s important to 
realize just how difficult recent times have been to the ones 
most affected by regulation: employers. Almost overnight, their 
stores were completely empty. Except for a few rare cases, 
revenues were decimated, but overheads remained, causing 
them to hemorrhage their savings. In a mad scramble, many 
relied on a new, poorly understood federal loan program to stay 
in business.  
 
For those that weren't forced to close, new realities of remote 
work had to be adopted on a broad scale. New safety 
procedures had to be quickly created, implemented, and enforced for those who couldn't work remotely. 
Those that didn't go under are tired. On the tail end of a booming economy came an absolute tidal wave, and 
they felt every bit of it. On one hand, these businesses deserve a huge round of applause. On the other hand, 
they could better use a hug. 
 
These brave souls are the people dealing with the new realities of employee benefits. Some of the drastic 
measures that have been implemented as a result of the pandemic will be eventually be rolled back, some 
won’t. Either way, many of these employers aren’t aware of all the rule changes that were made. Making 
payroll was hard enough.  
 
Here’s the scenarios to imagine over the next 1-2 renewal seasons:  
 
Dealing with furloughs: 
 
Layoffs were widespread, but they weren’t normal. Due to the updated FMLA and COBRA rules, many of 
these employees remained on the health plan. Some were being paid, but not actually working. Some 
dropped below full-time. The variety and novelty of these scenarios will have HR and finance struggling 
during reporting season. Normal processes for counting adds and terms have to be updated. The data that 
flows from payroll to benefits systems is suspect. The technologies involved need troubleshooting. Reporting 
vendors need consulting.  
 
Covering COVID-related claims and time off: 
 
It’s been widely communicated that COVID testing and treatment must be covered under the health plan, but 
many employers have denied claims simply as a matter of historical practice. Some have covered parts of the 
claims while they should have covered all of them. Due to the confusion, some claims payments are taking 
much longer than usual, and there’s difficulty in gathering the appropriate information to justify full payment.  
 
Likewise, others have been forced to take time off to either recover or care for their loved ones. This time off, 
in certain cases, must be paid by the employer, but hasn’t been. This leads to lawsuits for back pay, wrongful 
termination, and discrimination for disabilities.  
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COBRA premium payments long after termination 
 
COBRA enrollment deadlines have been extended until the national emergency period ends – which, in this 
scenario - is still in effect far after COVID started. Hundreds of thousands of furloughed employees still 
haven’t found jobs, and many have expensive medical needs. When a large claim occurs, hospitals 
understand this indefinite enrollment deadline and pay the patient’s back premiums in order to ensure full 
payment of the claim by the insurer. Now the employer is obligated to pay these claims.  
 
For fully-insured employers, this might mean increased renewal rates. For self-insured employers, it could 
mean unexpected claims for employees they did not expect to be eligible. In some cases, these claims are 
denied by the carrier due to inadequate COBRA notifications, which leads to lawsuits and large claim 
payments by the employer. 
 

 
 
Lingering eligibility issues 
 
Eligibility mistakes were common occurrences prior to the crisis, and a slew of new rules have only made 
them worse. Employers have allowed changes that they didn’t have to allow and disallowed changes that 
enrollees had a right to. Either situation is a violation of the carrier contract, which leads to disputed claims, 
and in some cases, lawsuits.  
 
MLR Rebates are abnormally large 
 
The pandemic caused a drop in normal medical claims, due to the restriction of elective procedures and other 
causes. As a result, the MLR rebates coming into employers are much larger than normal. These rebates are 
coming into finance departments that have been strapped for cash, and are quick to put that money where it 
doesn’t belong.  
 
War Game Planning: How benefits consultants can take advantage of these changes 
 
Be the trusted advisor: For a benefits consultant to be seen as a trusted advisor, they must first have the 
knowledge an employer would expect from an expert. That’s one step you can take right now: if you’re not 
extremely familiar with the changes that have taken place, become familiar now. If that’s someone on your 

 
 

“Eligibility mistakes were common 
occurrence prior to the crisis, and a 
slew of new rules have only made 

them worse” 
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team, or a third party, that’s fine, just make sure you’re able to leverage the knowledge quickly if one of the 
above situations comes up during conversation with an employer. Employers need the help, and as usual, 
they expect benefits consultants to provide the guidance to help them get ahead of these problems. 
 
Be proactive: Get ahead of the game with both existing clients and prospects. Webinars on COVID got old 
very quickly when the pandemic started. Now may be the most opportune time to bring them back. Whether 
it’s a lunch and learn, webinar, or something else (we may be back to a more comfortable face-to-face 
environment), these sessions can serve as a refresher of the original rule changes, but also as a way of 
helping employers understand the impacts of the changes long after the pandemic started. 
 
Providing these sessions to existing clients will help: A. Employers see you as the expert, B. Employers see 
you as someone looking out for them, and C. Serve as a defense strategy against competing brokerages who 
seek the BOR on your groups. Which brings us to our final point on educating employers:  
 
Use these sessions as a prospecting strategy. There will undoubtedly be other opportunities for positioning 
that arise out of the ashes of the pandemic. In combination with these, inviting prospects to these sessions is 
a great way to uncover doubt and uncertainty if the existing BOR hasn’t been as involved in making sure the 
employer is on the right path. If played correctly, this may be the greatest opportunity in some time to use a 
macroeconomic event to improve your sales. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Consider your marketing strategy and positioning. It’s interesting how the “COVID-19” section of everyone’s 
website appeared overnight in Q1 2020. The images of the virus were ubiquitous. As a result, we became 
blind to it. The original intent of these changes were to differentiate. Unfortunately, they had the opposite 
effect.  
 
The scenarios described above are likely a different story. While many still hang to the new “COVID-19” 
section of their website, a rare few will look past, into the implications of the pandemic on the employer’s 
business. Doing so presents an opportunity to lead with messaging that is not only different, but also 
extremely insightful into employer problems.  
 
Shift your thinking. The greatest business minds don’t see economic hardship in a negative light – they simply 
see it as change. They look for what has changed and why, and how customer problems change as a result. 
In doing so, while others scramble to hold onto what got them to where they are, these innovators gain the 

 
“…a rare few will look past, into the 
implications of the pandemic on the 

employer’s business. Doing so 
presents an opportunity to lead with 
messaging that’s not only different, 

but extremely insightful into 
employer problems” 
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advantage in the new reality. If you can simply manage to see what’s happening as an opportunity instead of 
a challenge, you’re immediately more likely to succeed. Stay positive. You can do this.  
 
Conclusion 
 
It’s important to remember the human element in all of this: the employers that have managed to keep their 
doors open, and the employees that depend on the health plan to care for themselves and their families. War 
games aren’t only about ensuring business success, they are about enabling a business to predict how 
people are struggling, and to actually help them. Whether these scenarios play out exactly as described is yet 
to be seen, but if you spend the time in such an exercise, you’ll undoubtedly be better able to serve those 
people.  
 
Isn’t that what it’s all about?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

To learn how you can use compliance to win new large groups, keep your most profitable clients, and 
reduce exposure to fines and penalties by up to 90%, give us a call at 512-571-2464, send an email to 

Sarah@BenefitsComplianceSolutions.com, or visit 
Calendly.com/BenefitsComplianceSolutions/30minoneonone 


