
Case Study #2: Ways to Help Consumers Compare and Select Health Plans 
Easily—The Case of Innovative Consumer Decision Support Tools 

Overview of Case Study #2 
Helping consumers compare and select a health insurance plan is a key Marketplace goal—but comparing and choosing a plan is 
complex and challenging for consumers. Strategy 6, Offer plan selection shortcuts, in section 4 presented five shortcuts that 
Marketplaces can offer to help consumers learn about their health plan options, compare plans, and choose a health plan.  

This case study discusses how Marketplaces can use four decision-support tools to incorporate these plan selection shortcuts into their 
websites and provides examples of how these tools are being used to structure the website experience around consumers’ behaviors, 
habits, and information needs.  

Choosing a health plan is difficult. By providing tools to help consumers make faster and smarter decisions and 
structuring the website experience based on how consumers think, Marketplaces can make shopping for a health 
plan easier for consumers. Strategy 6, Offer plan selection shortcuts, suggests five ways in which Marketplaces 
could improve their support of the decision-making process: 

• Provide a step-by-step summary of how to choose a plan and structure your website and discussions
with consumers to follow those steps.

• Help people identify what is most important to them about a health plan, then help them quickly get
plan names and performance information relevant to their needs.

• Present comparative information on health plans in the easiest way for consumers to quickly identify
plans that best meet their needs.

• Provide a tested “annual total cost” calculator to help consumers estimate and understand the full costs
they might incur with each plan.

• Create an all-plan directory of physicians, hospitals, and other providers so consumers can easily
identify which plans include their preferred health care providers.

Using the five shortcuts as a framework, this case study identifies four innovative decision support tools and uses 
these tools to highlight examples of how to operationalize the shortcuts. The case study does not recommend a 
specific approach or tool. Instead, it illustrates how Marketplaces can use decision support tools, or elements of 
the tools, to implement the five plan selection shortcuts and make it easier for consumers to choose a health plan 
on Marketplace websites.  

What Are the Exemplary Decision Support Tools and How Were They Identified? 
This case study focuses on the following four consumer decision support tools (see exhibit 5.2.1): 

• Clear Health Analytics’ ClearHealthPlanSelector.
• Consumers’ CHECKBOOK plan comparison tool.
• Picwell’s advisory tool.
• Stride Health’s mobile and Web application tool.

The selection of these tools was based on: 

• A review of the literature for tools, with a focus on organizations that are currently collaborating with
existing Marketplaces.
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• Input from experts in the 
consumer decision support 
field who provided 
recommendations based on 
their knowledge and 
expertise.  

• The results of a 2015 
competition sponsored by 
the Robert Wood Johnson 
Foundation, Plan Choice 
Challenge, which named 
three of the four selected 
tools as top winners.xxv  

xxv http://www.rwjf.org/en/about-rwjf/newsroom/newsroom-content/2015/03/apps-to-use-when-shopping-for-health-insurance-win-
national-comp.html 

Who Developed the Decision Support Tools? 
(Exhibit 5.2.1)  
 Clear Health Analytics (http://clearhealthanalytics.com/): Clear Health Analytics is a 

for-profit Connecticut company that is committed to the goal of empowering 
consumers to make smarter decisions about health insurance and health care 
costs. Clear Health Analytics’ first product is the ClearHealthPlanSelector, a decision 
analysis tool to help consumers shop for health insurance. Clear Health Analytics’ 
machine learning program uses publicly available data, including Medical 
Expenditure Panel Survey and Medicare data, together with user-provided 
information to create a customized estimate of utilization and cost for available 
insurance plans. The tool also calculates tax subsidies, cost-sharing reductions, 
health spending account tax savings, and employer contribution in applicable 
cases. ClearHealthPlanSelector is designed to be integrated with existing 
Marketplaces.  

 Consumers’ CHECKBOOK (https://www.checkbook.org/; 
https://www.healthplanratings.org/hie/il/2015/): Consumers’ CHECKBOOK is part of 
the Center for the Study of Service, an independent, nonprofit, Washington, DC-
based consumer organization. CHECKBOOK’s plan comparison tool enables 
consumers to estimate their average total yearly costs, estimate the cost of various 
procedures, and assess the financial risk associated with each plan, along with plan 
quality and physician availability, through the use of consumer-provided data and 
medical cost databases. The tool can be used within or alongside Marketplace 
Websites and is currently available to Illinois consumers.  

 Picwell (http://picwell.com/): Picwell is a Pennsylvania-based, for-profit startup 
founded by University of Pennsylvania academics that developed software to help 
consumers compare and choose plans. Picwell’s cloud-based software has been 
implemented in the private exchange market and is available for integration in 
Marketplace Websites. The algorithms developed by Picwell use the consumer’s 
information, along with public and private claims data, to rank plans by how well they 
match the consumer’s expected needs. The algorithm also predicts the consumer’s 
future health needs and expenses.  

 Stride Health (https://www.stridehealth.com/): Stride Health is a California-based, 
for-profit startup that connects consumers with health plans. Stride Health has a 
mobile application, currently available to consumers in several states, that uses an 
algorithm to recommend health plans based on information provided by the 
consumer and medical cost databases. The consumer can estimate the cost of 
different medical scenarios, such as having a baby or a heart attack. Stride Health 
earns a commission for each plan sold through its website.  
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How Can Consumer 
Decision Support Tools 
Help Your Marketplace 
Incorporate the Five Plan 
Selection Shortcuts? 
Most of the four decision support 
tools incorporate the five plan 
selection shortcuts, although each 
does so in a different manner. The 
following sections provide at least 
one example of how to 
operationalize each shortcut. 

Shortcut 1: Provide a step-by-step 
summary of choosing a plan and 
structure your website and 
discussions with consumers to 
follow those steps.  

Consumer decision support tools 
can help your Marketplace provide 
consumers with a step-by-step 
summary of how to choose a plan. Laying out the steps also helps increase the transparency of the decision 
support tool, i.e., how it works and how it comes up with health plan options or recommendations. The Clear 
Health Analytics, Consumers’ CHECKBOOK, and Picwell tools all provide users with step-by-step information 
about what the tool will do and how to use the tool to choose a health plan. 

http://www.rwjf.org/en/about-rwjf/newsroom/newsroom-content/2015/03/apps-to-use-when-shopping-for-health-insurance-win-national-comp.html
http://www.rwjf.org/en/about-rwjf/newsroom/newsroom-content/2015/03/apps-to-use-when-shopping-for-health-insurance-win-national-comp.html
http://clearhealthanalytics.com/
https://www.checkbook.org/
https://www.healthplanratings.org/hie/il/2015/
http://picwell.com/
https://www.stridehealth.com/


 

For example, when a user first enters the Consumers’ 
CHECKBOOK tool on the Illinois Marketplace website, a 
window pops up to ask if the user would like to view a 
video demonstration of the tool. The video walks users 
through the tool, providing the following information (see 
exhibit 5.2.2): 

Resource: Video Providing Step-
by-Step Summary (Exhibit 5.2.2)  
https://www.healthplanratings.org/hie/il/2015/search.cfm?start 

@ 
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• What users will be asked to enter (such as county of residence, who will be covered and their age, 
expected health care service use, doctor preference) and how that information is used (see figure 5.2.1).  

• What information the tool will give users about each plan on the results page (for example, yearly cost 
estimate, costs in a bad year, quality, and doctors). 

• How the results are initially ordered (i.e., in order of total yearly cost). 

• How to personalize the results by using available sorts and filters. 

• How to view more details about a plan. 

• How to do a side-by-side comparison of plans. 

• What to do once the user has decided on a plan. 

This tool helps consumers understand what information they need to provide and consider when selecting a health 
plan. 

Example of Step 1: What Users Will Be Asked to Enter (Figure 5.2.1) 
 

 

https://www.healthplanratings.org/hie/il/2015/search.cfm?start


 

Shortcut 2: Help people identify what is most important to them about a health plan, and then help them 
quickly get plan names or performance information relevant to their needs. 

All four decision support tools ask consumers for information that can help them compare the plan characteristics 
that are most important to them, such as costs, what benefits are covered, whether their physicians are in the plan 
networks, quality of the plan, and location of providers in the plan. 

For example, as shown in figure 5.2.2, Clear Health Analytics asks consumers: 

• Whether they would like to be considered for a federal subsidy. 
• What doctors they would like to have in their network. 
• Which prescriptions they would like to have covered by their health plan. 
• Which health conditions they have. 

This information allows Clear Health Analytics to present users with individualized estimates of premium and 
out-of-pocket expenses as well as other information they may deem important, such as preferred doctors. Plans 
are ranked in ascending order of total costs with the least expensive plan displayed at the top (accounting for 
premiums, estimated out-of-pocket costs, and all available subsidies). Preferred, in-network doctors are displayed 
prominently alongside cost information to give consumers an overview of the costs and benefits associated with 
each plan. 

Clear Health Analytics Asks Consumers About Preferred Doctors, 
Prescriptions, Etc. (Figure 5.2.2) 
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Shortcut 3: Present comparative information on health plans in the easiest way for consumers to quickly 
identify the plans that best meet their needs. 

All four decision support tools present comparative information on health plans in ways designed to help 
consumers quickly identify the plans that best meet their needs. Recommended ways to present comparative 
information include: 

• Present comparison points. 

• Use word icons or symbols. 

• Limit the number of health plans displayed at one time. 

• Rank order or tier the health plans. 

• Group and summarize related 
information in categories that 
have meaning to consumers. 

Picwell’s tool incorporates many of these 
techniques. Its algorithm ranks plans by 
how well they match the consumer’s 
expected needs. The ranking is provided 
to the user in the form of the Picwell 
score, which uses a symbol and various 
colors to indicate which plans are a better 
fit for the user than others. Picwell uses 
green (best plans), yellow (second-best 
plans), and red (least-best plans) to convey 
the ranking (see figure 5.2.3). In addition, 
Picwell incorporates and summarizes 
multiple components of health plan 
costs in its “costs for people like you” 
measure, or the Picwell RealCost. This 
measure accounts for premiums, 
deductibles, and copayments for services. 

Picwell Ranks Plans and Uses Symbols and 
Colors to Indicate Plan Fit (Figure 5.2.3) 

 

 Consumers’ CHECKBOOK allows users 
to select as many plans as wanted after the 
initial display and then do a side-by-side comparison of up to four plans with specific plan information, such 
as plan type, metal level, monthly premium cost, and estimated yearly cost (see figure 5.2.4).  

Shortcut 4: Provide a tested “annual total cost” calculator to help consumers estimate and understand the full 
costs they might incur with each plan. 

All four decision support tools provide a tested “annual total cost” calculator. However, the data source each tool 
uses to calculate total costs differs.  

 Marketplace Survey Improvement Guide ::  72 



Consumers’ CHECKBOOK Lets Users Compare a Number of Plans Side by Side 
(Figure 5.2.4) 

For example, Consumers’ CHECKBOOK uses Medical Expenditure Panel Survey data from the Agency for 
Healthcare Research and Quality and adjusts these data to account for regional variation and medical inflation. 
The tool calculates out-of-pocket costs with a focus on average experience, taking into account probabilities of 
individuals or families similar to the user who incur a range of expenses from a zero-cost year to a very high 
cost year (see figure 5.2.5).  

Consumers' CHECKBOOK Shows Worst Case Costs and 
Likelihood of Worst Case (Figure 5.2.5) 

Picwell’s cost calculator relies on an algorithm that uses the consumer’s information, public and private claims 
data with nearly 30 million 
lives, and psychographic 
and financial data, to rank 
plans by how well they 
match the consumer’s 
expected needs. The 
Picwell tool uses data 
analytic techniques to 
provide users with 
forward-looking cost and 
utilization estimates 
leveraging the experiences 
of millions of people “like 
them” (similar condition, 
location, risk tolerance, 
behavioral factors) as well 
as integrating potential 
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changes in treatments or medicines. Picwell scores take into account risk tolerance, network strength, and quality 
relative to individual needs, lifestyle, and behavioral elements that impact preferences or services. 

Clear Health Analytics’ machine learning 
program uses input from consumers to create 
a customized utilization matrix that breaks 
out the type and quantity of medical services 
a consumer is likely to use in a year. Users 
can adjust this estimate to better reflect their 
experience. The cost of each service is 
modeled against available plan provisions to 
arrive at an estimated total cost for the year, 
taking into account deductibles and available 
subsidies. Consumers are presented with a 
graph that highlights the premium (the 
minimum a consumer will spend), expected 
out-of-pocket costs (together with premiums, 
what a consumer is likely to spend), and 
worst-case scenario (the most that a consumer 
will spend) (see figure 5.2.6). 

Clear Health Analytics Shows Premium, 
Estimated Out-of-Pocket, and Worst Case 
Scenario Costs in a Graph (Figure 5.2.6) 

Shortcut 5: Create an all-plan directory of physicians, hospitals, and other providers so consumers can easily 
identify which plans include their preferred health care providers. 

All four decision support tools incorporate 
an all-plan directory. For example, Stride 
Health helps users understand which plans 
include their preferred health care 
providers. Users can identify their 
preferred providers by entering the 
provider’s name into a search engine that 
is filtered according to distance from the 
ZIP code of the user. After the user enters 
this information, Stride Health indicates 
how many plan networks include the 
preferred provider (see figure 5.2.7); it 
also shows whether the recommended 
plan’s network includes the preferred 
provider. 

Stride Health Tells Users How Many Plans Their 
Preferred Provider Accepts (Figure 5.2.7) 
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How Can Marketplaces Integrate These Tools?  
Providing plan selection shortcuts to make it easier for consumers to choose a plan is an important priority for 
coming enrollment periods. Your Marketplace can begin incorporating some of these shortcuts before 
implementing a specific decision support tool.  

When your Marketplace is ready to integrate a decision support tool, the following recommendations can help 
guide you through the process: 



 

• Time the request for proposal release and review of vendor proposals so there is sufficient time 
between awarding a contract and open enrollment to implement the tool. Production cycles for 
getting the tools “live” for intended users are approximately 4 to 6 months. 

• Involve existing Marketplace technology vendors and internal information technology personnel in 
the vendor selection process. Many of these tools are intended to integrate with existing platforms. 
Existing technology vendors and internal personnel can assess the compatibility of the tools with existing 
systems. 

• Allocate internal staff resources to work with the contracted vendor. The vendors work closely with 
clients to customize the tool to meet their needs; this requires frequent communication throughout the 
production cycle. 

• Identify the best data source for Marketplace health plans and determine how you will provide the 
data to the vendor. The tool developers use various datasets, such as claims data and Medical 
Expenditure Panel Survey data, to predict user costs. However, these data must be matched to health plan 
information, such as actuarial value and network scope and rules, to rank or recommend plans. 
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