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Background 

Healthcare coverage in Minnesota 

Minnesota’s Uninsurance Rates in the Years before 

Implementation of the Affordable Care Act ranged from 

7.2 to 9.0 percent. 



Minnesota’s Uninsurance Rate Dropped to 4.9 Percent 

after the First MNsure/ACA Open Enrollment Period.  





 

 

 

 

 

What are Navigators? 



The MNsure Navigator Program 
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Findings  



Compensation Model 



Navigators are spending more time than anticipated 

assisting consumers with enrollment. 



 



Navigator assistance with follow-up activities, though 

time-consuming, is important for facilitating enrollment. 



“…Our goal is to do whatever it takes. We do as 

many appointments as we need for them to get 

the insurance. And, depending on the family, it 

may be easy [or] it may take a few times. But the 

goal is for them to complete the application and 

get it.” – MNsure Navigator 



Navigation work requires time and resources beyond what 

is spent completing applications.  

Navigators are unhappy with the lack of transparency 

around per-enrollment compensation. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Per-enrollment payments do not sufficiently compensate 

for the time and resources necessary to assist consumers 

with enrollment. 

Most navigator organizations receiving outreach and 

enrollment grants reported that the grant compensation 

was sufficient to cover costs for outreach and enrollment. 



MNsure’s choices regarding compensation 





Collaboration with Partners and Brokers 

Navigators are building relationships with a variety of 

partners. 

“Initially, everyone was like ‘what do we do?’ but I 

think it’s falling into place now. If we have folks 

who are going to be public they go to the county… 

if they know they’re going to be private they’ll… 



go to a broker… Some people still have a phobia 

of coming to a county agency so they have [our 

partner organization] to assist them in their 

application if they’re needing help.” – MNsure 

Navigator 

An opportunity exists to develop more supportive 

relationships with Minnesota counties. 



“During a meeting among our local navigators, 

there was grumbling about working with the 

county staff - for example, lack of communication 

and follow-up, slow processing times and other 

issues. So we arranged a meeting with the county 

staff and the navigators which involved over 20 

people. The issues weren’t resolved, but those 

attending came away with a better understanding 

of why things were and were not happening as 

they should. Many issues were out of the control 

of either the county staff or the navigators. The 

meeting empowered everyone to think about 

what each one of us could do to improve the 

process locally.” – MNsure Navigator 

 

Promising Practice: Coordinating with counties 

A network of five Community Action 

Agencies in Southwestern Minnesota 

has formed, spanning over 25 

counties. While the Community Action 

Agencies were working well together, 

sharing referrals, best practices, and 

supports, they were experiencing varying levels of 

success working with counties: some counties had 

Certified Application Counselors on staff and were 

actively and directly assisting consumers, while others 

offered no enrollment assistance beyond handing out 

paper applications. Five months into open enrollment, 

Community Action Agencies started holding meetings 

with counties to discuss roles and responsibilities and to 

figure out what worked best for each individual county. 

While the range of requests varied—some wanted training 

on how to help consumers with applications, others 

preferred informational materials or contact information 

to refer consumers directly to navigators—the increased 



communication has created a more coordinated 

experience for consumers, and facilitated stronger 

relationships between navigators and county staff.  
 

Navigator expectations for referring consumers to brokers 

vary. 





“If we think based on income screening that 

they’ll be QHP, we tell them up front, ‘just so 

you’re aware of our role, we can’t recommend a 

plan, so if you think you’ll want help choosing, you 

may want to work with a broker from the start 

and we can give you a list.’ Sometimes they say 

yes or sometimes no. Sometimes we get to 

helping them with the plan, and we can help them 

look at plans, but if they still have questions 

about which plan is best we send them to a 

broker, but sometimes they just pick a plan and 

enroll.” – MNsure Navigator 



Promising Practice: Working with Brokers 

Navigators are coordinating with 

brokers to create a smoother 

experience for consumers who may 

qualify for Qualified Health Plans by:  

 

Prescreening consumers to identify 

those likely to qualify for a QHP:  Navigators refer these 

consumers to brokers before even beginning the 

application process. This process facilitates a smoother 

consumer experience, as they work with one assister from 

application to plan selection. 

 

Directly networking and building strong relationships with 

brokers: When navigators personally know brokers and 

the plans with which they can assist consumers, they feel 

more comfortable referring consumer to those brokers. 

Navigators can then communicate directly with brokers to 

schedule appointments for the consumer or explain any 

unique preference or circumstances, leading to a “warm 

hand-off.” 

Clearly explaining the roles of navigators and brokers to 

consumers: Consumers frequently expected navigators to 

recommend a particular QHP. While making a specific 

recommendation is outside of the navigator’s role, it was 

one of the most frequently cited areas of consumer 

dissatisfaction, according to navigators. Clearly 

explaining this from the beginning helps consumers have 

more realistic expectations, and prepares them to work 

with a broker. 
 



Resource and Referral Networks 

Organizations within regional networks share best 

practices, lessons-learned, and support participating 

members. 



“The network approach is very important because 

it capitalizes on the assets that each organization 

has…None of them have the expertise or depth 

that we have been able to share with them in 

training. The purpose is to make everyone better 

than they were and to provide resources to 

them…They can call us or refer more difficult 

cases to us.” – MNsure Navigator 



The consumer experience may be improved by resource 

and referral networks.  

“We do other things [in addition to navigation], as 

well; you can’t just drop everything and do one 

aspect of the work. Now we have a network of 

over 28 different navigators who are able to cover 

an area and be fluid, working back and forth.”      

– MNsure Navigator 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Technical Needs 

Resources are needed for the online application system. 





Resources are needed for an online training environment. 

“I would like a sandbox online to practice every 

scenario that you could go through. Because…it’s 

a smart program so depending on how you 

answer, different questions come up. So still do 

this day, I’ll have a question come up that I’ve 

never seen before because it is relating to certain 

circumstances of the consumer. So having that 

sandbox to answer the questions differently to 



see what happens—what’s your eligibility, what’s 

the program going to ask if you answer this 

question this way—that would be fabulous!”            

- MNsure Navigator 

 

“We really learn by trial and error…The MNsure 

training…is nothing hands-on…you don’t get to try 

the website out or anything until you actually are 

helping a consumer…Actual application training 

[would help]—actually having…a demo, sandbox, 

or training application where you can log in 

and…play with the different things…so you can 

see the different scenarios you can run into. 

Because otherwise you just go in blind, and then 

you run into these issues when you’re live with a 

consumer and it’s embarrassing.” - MNsure 

Navigator 

Resources are needed for the assister portal. 

“Something that I think has been talked about is 

having a database that navigators could log into 

online where they could check status of 

enrollment. That would be very helpful. Before 

ARC [Assister Resource Center] was established 

it was hard for navigators to get information 

because of HIPPA. We had the responsibility to 

get people enrolled but we didn’t have the tools 

to make that happen. Some of the early 



applications took six months to get processed.”    

- MNsure Navigator 

Resources are needed for improvements to the phone 

support system 



Navigator Activities 

Navigators describe their ideal role as being a trusted 

partner in helping consumers to reach enrollment.  



Promising Practice: Communicating Navigator 

Roles  

A successful strategy described by 

some navigators is to clearly explain 

the constraints as well as the 

capabilities of navigators when 

starting with a consumer. Many 

navigators expressed that, when 

consumers understood the specific role of navigators 

including their limitations, they were less likely to have 

unrealistic expectations about the services that 

navigators could provide.  



“We’d like to be a closer partner to MNsure so we 

have better access to the system and…the 

records. The portal would be a huge help with 

this. It would show us that MNsure trusts us as an 

organization and as a partner and we would be 

able to be more effective with that access.”         

– MNsure Navigator 



Navigator roles aligned with expectations in terms of the 

activities done. 



“We did expect to be doing online 

applications...What we probably didn’t expect 

was the amount of time it was going to take. 

We’re a full-service agency and this takes a big 

chunk of time out of our busy day…We didn’t feel 

as prepared as we wanted to be [from the 

certification training] when we first started.”        

– MNsure Navigator 

“As an agency, we’re not going to just do 

applications…We will stay with you until there’s a 

solution…As an organization, you can’t…in good 

faith help people apply for MNsure and not 

complete the circle.” – MNsure Navigator 





“As navigators, when we started we thought we 

would help people with an online application and 

that it would be really slick and then we would be 

done. Clearly that was not the case…Navigators 

have to keep up to date with what’s going on and 

that is not a small amount of time with changes, 

system requirements, whether things are working 

or not on a given day or time, etcetera.” – MNsure 

Navigator 



Most navigators are meeting consumer expectations. 



“[The navigator] was helpful and knowledgeable. 

It was nice to be able to work with a person to 

help complete the application. I was able to 

obtain all the information I needed through a 

navigator. I feel confident that I can contact my 

navigator with further questions if needed.”          

– MNsure Consumer 

“We’re essentially being case managers when 

assisting individuals with their MNsure 

applications. For a lot of the folks we see, English 

is their second language. And trust is a big factor 

in developing a good relationship…We may assist 

them with the initial application and they’ll come 

back to us even though we let them know that 

they do have interpreters that they can 

call…However, due to the trust that we’ve built 

through sitting down and going over the 

application with them, they continue to come 

back to us…We’re pretty much seeing every 

aspect of the application through to the end, 

because they want us to. They don’t feel 

comfortable going to other individuals.”                

– MNsure Navigator 



 “What matters to [consumers] the most at the 

end of the day is that they will receive health 

coverage. We get people that come back who say 

‘I haven’t had coverage in a long time and I thank 

you from the bottom of my heart.’ What we do 

helps them complete the application without 

mistakes; convenience is what matters to them 

the most.” – MNsure Navigator 

Consumers had some expectations that were outside of 

navigators’ roles and abilities.  



 

 

 

 

 



Outreach Practices 

 

Reaching out to existing client bases – “inreach” 



Promising Practice: Navigation in Hospital 

Settings 

Some navigators who work in hospital 

settings visit uninsured patients at 

their bedsides to tell them that there 

are low- and no-cost health care 

coverage options available, and that 

they can be enrolled upon discharge 

from the hospital. Enrolling patients leaving the hospital 

has multiple benefits: it means that uninsured patients 

won’t receive the full hospital bill, and it helps the 

hospital receive payment for services. It also allows 

uninsured consumers who may hesitate to visit a county 

social services agency the opportunity to enroll in a 

private, non-stigmatized setting. One navigator reported 

that “a lot of people will not do some tests if they know 

they don’t have insurance,” so helping patients 

understand during the course of their treatment that they 

can concentrate first and foremost on doing what is 

necessary to get well, and then sign up for insurance upon 

discharge, is a great help for them.  

“Some [consumers]…don’t even know that they 

can apply. We have behavioral health units [and] 

we go up to their rooms, most of those [patients] 

don’t even have any type of assistance at all, they 

didn’t really know that they qualified—they were 

in the mental health unit—so, when you go up and 

work with them, most of them are really grateful 

because they’re able to get medications to leave 

the hospital and so forth, and that keeps them 

from getting into [the hospital] again.” – MNsure 

Navigator 

 

“I think integrating some type of presentation 

into a program that they are already participating 

in has been helpful…because it seems like they 

wouldn’t be as likely to just say, ‘hey there’s a 



MNsure presentation going on…let’s go to it!’…It 

probably would seem boring to them. But if it is 

part of a class…and it’s being presented to them, 

they’re much more likely to want to use that 

information. I think that could be helpful.”            

– MNsure Navigator 

Navigator experience in the community 

” 

Promising Practice: Word of mouth and informal 

conversations 

One navigator fluent in the language of 

her community brings up MNsure in 

any informal conversation with 

neighbors or people in the area, and 

uses it as an opportunity to clarify 

misconceptions and provide 

information. She finds that especially young people are 

less likely to seek out information about health coverage, 

so by bringing up the subject, she helps people in an age 

group with high uninsurance rates learn about their 

options:  



“People don’t bring it up unless they know that 

you can help…[so] I just let them know that we’re 

here for them and they don’t have to go too 

far…It’s a cultural thing where communication 

usually travels by word of mouth and through 

people that they trust…There are a lot of young 

folks [who] don’t know what’s going on [with 

health insurance], so usually I just throw it out 

there and say ‘hey, do you have health care?’ 

Because they have other [insurance] sometimes 

through school, and then they finish school and 

then they don’t have [insurance] from [then on].” 

– MNsure Navigator 

Mobile Navigators 
Promising Practice: Mobile Navigators  

One rural navigator organization sets 

up multiple consecutive appointments 

at libraries near consumers’ home 

locations. This means that consumers 

don’t have to drive a longer distance to 

reach the navigator organization, and 

that the navigators can see multiple consumers on a 

single trip into the community. 



Partnering with other organizations 

“We were here to help them and explain [how to 

apply]. Most of them were very leery of doing it...I 

made a lot of people smile, and I even had one 

lady start to cry [from relief]…Some people are so 

scared to even…apply for health insurance 

because they didn’t know they could 

qualify…Most cannot afford health insurance so 

they just don’t want to deal with it… [Then they 

would say] “Oh I finally have insurance.” – 

MNsure Navigator 



Promising Practice: Navigator-broker and 

navigator-county partnerships 

One navigator organization set up a 

table in their partner broker’s lobby, 

prescreened consumers coming in, 

sent those likely to qualify for QHPs 

into the broker’s office, and enrolled 

those likely to qualify for public 

programs at the navigator table. Another navigator set up 

a table in the lobby of a county office. When the county 

workers informed consumers of their options for health 

coverage, they simply pointed to the navigator and 

consumers received navigation assistance on the spot.  

“During the summer time and fall, we partnered 

with existing agencies, events, places that folks 

would normally gather [like fairs, schools, 

churches, and farmers’ markets], and distributed 

information and answered questions…We knew 

that there are going to be uninsured people all 

over, and that…people can be anonymous and 

just ask questions at those kinds of events. 

They’re not the kind of places where [people are 

disclosing personal information, so]…it’s a prime 

opportunity to do education and outreach.”                 

– MNsure Navigator 

Non-threatening, personable, and supportive approach 



“Working with a familiar face takes away the 

fear. Because for many people…they’re afraid of 

computers, they’re afraid of systems. And that’s 

true if they speak another language and have 

another culture, or if they’ve lived here their 

whole life.” – MNsure Navigator 



Enrollment Outcomes  





Most navigators expected to assist consumers facing a 

range of barriers to enrollment.  



 

 

 

 

 

The four most commonly cited barriers to enrollment deal 

with access to and familiarity with technology, and with 

health care. 



 

 

 

 

Navigators assisted consumers with barriers beyond 

those they had expected to assist.  

Navigators are serving consumers who were not expected 

to face barriers to enrollment.  





Navigators served all consumers seeking assistance. 





Navigator Resources and Support 





Many navigators felt unprepared after the initial 

certification process. 

“The initial training [would] have been more 

helpful had we been able to do a hands-on 

application. The first time I helped someone was 

the first time I went through the application…That 

should not have been that way.” – MNsure 

Navigator The two-day, in-person Performance Support Events were 

among the most helpful to navigators. 



Navigators would like trainings to have more depth and 

relevance to the online application.  



Promising Practice: Expert Navigator-facilitated 

trainings  

Some navigators said that they had 

attended trainings hosted by other 

navigators and found them to be 

particularly helpful. When 

knowledgeable navigators assist in 

designing trainings, they are focused 

more directly on the actual navigator experience, 

including tips for the online application and common error 

messages. 

 

Navigators desire more networking opportunities.  

Navigators find in-person and computer-based trainings to 

be most valuable.  



Navigators prefer interim support by phone and email.  



Appendix A: Expanded Methodology 

Input from Navigators 



Input from Consumers 

Review of Existing Literature and Data 



Input from MNsure 
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Appendix C: Regional Network Interview 

Protocol 

Introduction and Background: Creation, formation, 

rationale and process 

 

 

 

Working together 

 

 

Network Activities 

 

 

 

Network successes and challenges 

 

 

 



 

 



Appendix D: Navigator Survey Protocol 
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Appendix E: Consumer Survey 
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