
1. Introduction to the Marketplace Survey Improvement Guide
Thousands of consumers have now gained some experience with getting health care coverage through your state’s 
Health Insurance Marketplace. What do you know about their experiences using your Marketplace to seek and 
secure affordable, high-quality health insurance? 

To help Marketplaces answer this question, the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS) administered the 
Health Insurance Marketplace Survey (Marketplace Survey), a standardized questionnaire for individuals who 
shopped in the Marketplaces for health insurance. The Marketplace Survey asks consumers who have visited a 
Marketplace to report on their experience using the website, call center, and/or in-person assistance to find 
information about insurance options, determine eligibility for a subsidy, compare and choose a health plan, and 
enroll in a health plan. This Marketplace Survey Improvement Guide (the Guide) is designed to help your 
Marketplace use the survey results to improve consumer experiences when they shop for and enroll in a health plan. 

>> Learn more: For an overview of the Marketplace Survey, see appendix A. 

The roadmap in figure 1.1 shows you how to use the Guide to help you improve consumer experiences. It identifies 
the steps you may take—starting with reviewing your Marketplace Survey results to implementing performance 
improvement strategies and interventions—and the corresponding sections of the Guide that can help you with this 
process. Performance improvement is an iterative and ongoing process. You can use the Guide throughout your 
improvement efforts.  

Roadmap for How to Use the Guide (Figure 1.1.) 
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Why Improving Consumer Experience Is Worth Your While 
Ultimately, improving consumer experience is a critical way to increase enrollment and retention rates in your 
Marketplace, which in turn will increase Marketplace stability and reduce volatility in health plan premiums. In the 
nearer term, improving consumer experience can result in measurable benefits to your Marketplace: 

• Higher levels of follow-through by consumers. If consumers have a positive experience at each possible
touch point—on the Web, on the phone, or meeting with an assister—they are more likely to act on the
information provided and complete the enrollment process.

• Greater efficiency of operations. By minimizing the need for consumers to return for additional
assistance, you can meet their needs more efficiently and lower your costs.

• Improved reputation. When consumers and their advocates have a good experience with your
Marketplace, they can help “sell” the value of the Marketplace and its health insurance products to other
consumers—including those in hard-to-reach population subgroups—community organizations, and
health care providers.

>> Learn more: For talking points about using the Marketplace Survey to improve the consumer experience, 
see appendix B. You can use the talking points for presentations to Marketplace leaders, colleagues, and 
stakeholders about the importance of improving the consumer experience with the Marketplace and how the 
Marketplace Survey can help.  

How You Can Use the Marketplace Survey Results 
and This Guide 
To get a sense of what happens when consumers use your Marketplace, you 
may be looking at a variety of data sources, including website statistics, call 
center records, complaints, and in-house surveys. All of these sources can 
offer useful insights. But they don’t give you a yardstick to compare how 
well your Marketplace is serving consumers relative to other Marketplaces 
and where you can most effectively focus staff and other resources to 
improve performance. The Marketplace Survey results provide you with 
this comparison. 

You can use this Guide as a companion to your Marketplace Survey results to: 

• Better understand how to identify areas in need of improvement,
uncover the root causes of performance problems, and establish
priorities for improvement.

• Identify strategies and interventions you can implement to improve
consumers’ experiences with your Marketplace’s services.

Who Developed This Guide? 
The Marketplace Survey Improvement 
Guide was produced by American 
Institutes for Research (AIR) under 
contract to CMS. AIR conducted 
extensive research, including a 
literature review and interviews with 
experts, to identify the best available 
evidence on strategies and 
interventions that have enabled 
organizations to improve the 
consumer experience. In addition, an 
informal advisory group of 
Marketplace staff members provided 
feedback throughout the guide’s 
development. The CAHPS 
Improvement Guide 
(https://cahps.ahrq.gov/quality-
improvement/improvement-
guide/improvement-guide.html), 
sponsored and supported by the 
Agency for Healthcare Research and 
Quality (AHRQ) and CMS, served as 
a model for this guide. 
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Moving From Identifying Problems to Identifying 
Solutions 
The Guide offers a variety of improvement ideas, or interventions, for your 
Marketplace to consider. No Marketplace is expected to implement all of the 
interventions. The Guide’s purpose is to lay out options to help each 
Marketplace determine which interventions will work best for it. 

https://cahps.ahrq.gov/quality-improvement/improvement-guide/improvement-guide.html
https://cahps.ahrq.gov/quality-improvement/improvement-guide/improvement-guide.html
https://cahps.ahrq.gov/quality-improvement/improvement-guide/improvement-guide.html


 

The interventions are organized into seven strategies (table 1.1) that focus on the primary ways consumers interact 
with a Marketplace: over the phone, Web, and in-person. The strategies can help Marketplaces achieve two key 
goals:  

• Give consumers accurate and relevant information quickly. 

• Help consumers understand and use the information to assess eligibility for subsidies, compare and 
choose a health plan, and enroll in a health plan. 

Strategies to Improve Consumer Experience Organized by Goal (Table 1.1) 
Goal 1: Give Consumers Accurate and Relevant 

Information in a Timely Manner 
Goal 2: Help Consumers Understand and Use Information 

Strategy 1: Apply website usability principles Strategy 5: Use plain language  

Strategy 2: Optimize your call center’s operations Strategy 6: Offer plan selection shortcuts 

Strategy 3: Develop consumer-focused staff Strategy 7: Enhance your Marketplace’s cultural competence  

Strategy 4: Define customer service challenges and share 
effective solutions with your staff 

 

Once you have determined which challenges to tackle first, you will be able to hone in on the interventions that 
are best suited to the services you offer and your capabilities and resources. If yours is a State-Based Marketplace 
(SBM), for example, you can explore a wide range of ideas for improving the consistency and timeliness of 
information conveyed by your website and call center. If you use the Federally-Facilitated Marketplace (FFM), on 
the other hand, you may want to focus on improving consumers’ experiences with educational materials and local 
services, such as Navigator organizations. 
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