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O

pen enrollment in Obamacare’s insurance
exchanges is slated to begin in October, and the
Administration is using extraordinary—and questionable—efforts to raise awareness among the public and facilitate enrollment for fear not enough people will sign up for coverage.1
Secretary of Health and Human Services (HHS)
Kathleen Sebelius has recently admitted to contacting outside groups soliciting funding for assistance
with public outreach.2 This effort to lobby outside
groups to fund outreach efforts raises ethical questions and sheds light on the true cost of operating
the health care law.
Navigators, Assisters, and Consumer
Assistance Programs. Obamacare makes available navigator grants for qualifying organizations
for the purpose of educating and facilitating individuals’ enrollment into the exchanges.
Organizations that act as navigators must
■■

■■

Raise awareness about the availability of qualified health plans,
Distribute fair and impartial information concerning enrollment and eligibility for subsidies,
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■■

■■

■■

Facilitate enrollment,
Provide referrals to enrollees with grievances or
questions, and
Provide information in a manner that is linguistically appropriate.

To be eligible to receive a navigator grant, an entity must demonstrate existing relationships, or that
it could readily establish relationships, with employers and employees, consumers (including uninsured
and underinsured consumers), or self-employed
individuals likely to be qualified to enroll in a qualified health plan.
Proposed federal regulations direct the exchange
to select at least two different types of entities as
navigators, one of which must be a community and
consumer-focused nonprofit group. One such organization is Planned Parenthood, which plans to play
a large role in consumer assistance programs for
Obamacare and has applied for navigator grants.3
The navigator grants are funded through the
operational budgets of exchanges. States that are
setting up their own exchanges are also using funding from federal exchange establishment grants to
operate non-navigator assistance programs. These
“assisters,” as they are known, will perform the same
general functions as navigators.
A proposed federal rule estimates compensation for these groups at $20 per hour for personnel,
$29 per hour for project leads, and $48 per hour for
senior executives.4
HHS has announced that it will also distribute
$150 million in federal grants to community health
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centers in each state to further consumer assistance
efforts. The stated purpose is to “support health centers in raising awareness of insurance options and
providing eligibility and enrollment assistance to
uninsured patients of health centers and residents
in their approved service areas.”5
Wide Disparity in Funding Between Navigators
and Assisters. The biggest practical difference
between navigators and assisters is their source and
amount of funding. HHS has announced it will spend
just $54 million out of its operational budget on navigators to be dispersed among the 34 states that are relying
on the federal government to set up their exchanges.6
Under this scenario, Texas will receive about $8 million
to fund navigators to reach its nearly 5 million uninsured residents (less than $2 for every uninsured individual), and Florida will receive roughly $5.85 million
to reach its 3.5 million uninsured.
Advocates of the law worry about the low level of
federal outreach funding. As Stan Dorn, senior fellow at the Urban Institute, put it, this level of funding is “a drop in the bucket.… It’s not enough to enroll
tens of millions of uninsured into coverage.”7
In contrast, states that are running their own
exchanges and using assisters for consumer outreach

report much higher spending, largely attributable to
their ability to use exchange establishment grants.
For example, the state-based Maryland exchange
plans to spend $24 million on its 750,000 uninsured.8 Another state-based exchange, Colorado, has
just announced an exchange public awareness campaign with TV and radio ads that will cost $2 million
over two months. In total, the Colorado exchange
plans to spend at least $10.5 million to provide consumer assistance to fewer than 1 million uninsured
residents in the first year of exchange operations.9
The California state-based exchange anticipates
that it will need 25,000 assisters in 2014 for a total
cost of an estimated $57.9 million.10
The House Oversight and Government Reform
Committee speculates that HHS’s use of establishment grants to fund assisters is an attempt to circumvent Obamacare’s prohibition on such grants
being used for navigators. Even HHS officials have
admitted there is virtually no difference between
the two programs. In a letter to the Secretary, the
Committee writes:
[As HHS officials] agree that the functions of
the Navigators and Assisters programs are
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“essentially the same,” it seems that … your
Department intentionally circumvented an
explicit federal funding ban in the interest of
convenience and political expediency.11

Sebelius’s Questionable New Efforts on
Outreach. The dramatic difference in consumer
assistance spending between state-based and federally facilitated exchanges may explain the efforts
of Secretary Sebelius to extract outside funding for
outreach. She has solicited funds from private corporations to further publicize the law and finance
consumer outreach and enrollment activities via the
nonprofit group Enroll America.12
Robert Pear of The New York Times reports
that Sebelius “has solicited sizable donations from
the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation and H&R
Block, the tax preparation service, as part of a multimillion-dollar campaign to ensure the success of
President Obama’s health care law.… The foundation is expected to contribute as much as $10 million, while H&R Block is expected to make a smaller
donation of about $500,000.”13
The House Energy and Commerce Committee14
and Senate Committee on Finance have both
launched investigations into Sebelius’s questionable

fundraising attempts. A letter to Sebelius by 11
Senators states, “Our initial reaction is that this
appears at best to be an inherent conflict of interest and at worst a potentially illegal augmentation of
appropriation.”15
Public Support Still Low. The fear of lackluster enrollment, which would significantly hinder Obamacare’s ability to succeed, is well founded.
Recent polls continue to show lagging support for
the health care law. An April 2013 Kaiser Family
Foundation poll found that “about half the public
says they do not have enough information about the
health reform law to understand how it will impact
their own family, a share that rises among the uninsured and low-income households.”16 Recently,
another poll found that 64 percent of the uninsured
are uncertain whether they will purchase insurance coverage once Obamacare takes full effect next
year.17
It is these fears that appear to be fueling the
Administration’s desperate and questionable consumer assistance funding and fundraising efforts.
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