Vol. Products May Turn Into A Long-Running Hit 

By John M. Bragg 

Like some Broadway critics, I've been looking for a hit to report. I've finally found one: Voluntary worksite products. It's a pleasure and relief to report a hit, after the flops I've seen lately: anorexic downsizing, lower earnings, company failures, etc. 

I received a heavy response to my survey on voluntary worksite products. Most companies reported that 1995 sales were up. I got comments such as: "We are committing resources to expand this line;" and "we have a whole department dedicated to worksite marketing." I was almost reminded of the good old days. 

Everyone has his or her own definition of "the good old days." For the World War II baby-boomers, it was the Beatles era. I will admit, the Beatles were a hit. For my generation (World War I baby-boomers?), it was the Glenn Miller era. Glenn really was a hit. Not wishing to exclude anyone, I have consulted with the "young twenty-somethings." They say they are still looking for their good old days. I predict they'll find them. 

In the good old days, you had "salary savings plans" in your rate book. (Rate books had not yet been abolished.) There was nothing special about a salary savings plan; it was just one of your regular products, but you might give a little price break on it. You were always guaranteed to have one salary savings case on your books--your company's own plan. Beyond that, you were lucky if you had any. 

Now--in the good new days--things have changed. You have voluntary worksite products that are custom-tailored for the market; and the stuff is really selling. 

One of my respondents said: "Don't call it a product; it's a whole lot of products; giving the employee a choice is one of the attractions of it." Here are just some voluntary worksite products: optional term life, individual universal life, group universal life, group variable universal life, disability income, dental coverage, long-term care coverage, cancer insurance, voluntary accidental death and disability insurance, and group property and casualty insurance. 

Leading in popularity seems to be optional term life, with individual universal second. The major players usually offer a variety of products. However, some carriers offer only one or two products, usually universal life or variable universal life. 

Underwriting is usually simplified; some form of "guaranteed issue" is common. There are outside administrative and enrollment firms which are ready to give a hand. About half of my respondents report using such firms in one form or another. The other half do not. 

Employee enrollment has become very sophisticated. It can be on a group basis or one-on-one. Interactive, computer-generated presentations are used. 

What are the reasons for the current success of voluntary worksite products? First of all, they are nearly always on an employee-pay-all basis; this appeals to cash-crunched employers who are sick and tired of increasing health insurance costs. Secondly, choices are given, the products are usually portable, and the prices are lower than those available outside; these points appeal to employees. 

Voluntary worksite products may be the hit our industry has been looking for. Maybe they'll even turn into a long-running hit. 
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