
ObamaCare Exchanges: Two Stories — Washington & 
Oregon
The hottest insurance topic this week — and for the last six-months — is ObamaCare 
and the start up of the insurance exchanges where individuals and businesses can now 
sign up an purchase health insurance plans. 

The annual PIA Oregon/Idaho and Washington/Alaska K-Klub summit was held last 
week in Vancouver, Washington. At the meeting a considerable amount of time was 
spent on ObamaCare and it’s impact on insurance, the insurance industry and on 
consumers. 

Both Oregon and Washington have chosen to run their own exchanges. Oregon’s is 
called Cover Oregon and Washington’s goes by the moniker The Washington Health 
Benefit Exchange. 

The two exchanges — as noted in the K-Klub summit discussions — are a study in 
polar opposites. The differences are dramatic.

Oregon got a jump on most of the nation when its voters passed a version of 
ObamaCare a year before Congress passed the Patient Protection and Affordable Care 
Act. With two-years to put its version of the exchange together, Oregon’s plan looks like 
a well-oiled machine.

Washington’s appears to be another story.

A big part of ObamaCare’s exchanges are 
navigators. These are people charged with 
guiding the previously uninsured, those being 
moved to the exchanges and small businesses 
through the process of the purchase of health 
insurance. What navigators cannot do is 
recommend a plan. Only a licensed insurance 
agent or broker can do that. 

Out of the gate, Oregon’s Legislature and its 
insurance department pushed to have licensed 
insurance agents as a big part of the process. 
A navigator work force is expensive. So 
basically, Oregon’s insurance community is 
serving as the exchange’s navigators.

Instead of using insurance professionals in 
that role, Washington’s Legislature chose to 
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hire navigators. A lot of confusion exists in the agent community and with consumers 
over the role of the navigator and the role of the insurance agent or broker in the 
exchange. 

Once a person needing insurance starts asking a navigator questions about what 
insurance to buy, then what? Does the navigator then recommend an agent? That — 
says PIA Washington Lobbyist Mel Sorensen — is up to the individual navigators. 
“Some may have a panel of agents and brokers that they refer to or they might point out 
the agent/broker list on the exchange website. Or they can say to the consumer that 
they need to follow their own judgement about contacting an insurance professional and 
not make a recommendation at all,” Sorensen said.

What the navigator can’t do is recommend which insurance policy a person should 
choose. That can only be done by a licensed insurance professional. “The exchange 
has told us at the most senior levels that they’re encouraging navigators to not be 
reluctant at all to coordinate activities with agents and brokers. At the end of the day, 
navigators are not to make specific recommendations to consumers about their health 
care choices. That falls within the sales of insurance. Navigators can provide lots of 
information about the differences between the gold, silver and bronze [plans] and they 
might be able to tell which carriers have plans available, but if asked a specific question 
about which plan is right for me, the navigator is not supposed to make that 
recommendation,” Sorensen said.

The good news is insurance agents and brokers 
will still be able to sell insurance through the 
exchange. The bad news, Sorensen said is that 
the state exchange has made it a complicated 
process. “Agents and brokers are going to need to 
submit broker of record copies to the exchange in 
order to get appropriate tracking of their client 
relationships. The exchange at this point cannot 
accept electronic signatures. And the website 
currently does not completely allow for the tracking 
of agent/broker clients that might flow through the 
agent or broker’s own website onto the exchange. 
It requires the applicant to make a separate series 
of elections on the exchange’s website and they 
may or may not do that. So there is a high 
prospect of an applicant not being tied to an agent 
or broker,” he said.

Greg Seifert of Biggs Insurance Services in Vancouver, Washington told those attending 
the meeting that it complicates matters. “Having to have the client go back onto the 
exchange and log in and make the change is an awkward conversation for the client 
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and for the agent and might be a hassle. So capturing the transaction and making sure 
you’re put down as the agent is still a question,” Seifert said. 

Sorensen agrees that it is a convoluted process. “At this juncture, except for agents and 
brokers who directly assist applicants on navigating their way through the exchange 
website where they participate and make sure the proper selection of the agent is made 
on the website, other circumstances are going to require the agents and brokers to 
submit written broker of letter records. That is an antique administrative process and 
anytime you have potentially thousands of letter of record letters submitted in hard copy, 
I’m sure that’s not what they’d [the exchange] prefer.”

He thinks the Washington exchange will eventually fix the electronic signature issue and 
the agent of record issue but it won’t likely be until sometime next year. Sorensen said 
the exchange got slammed with a lot of administrative issues during the formation — 
this one included — but it chose not to address this one immediately.

Seifert doesn’t see the exchange and ObamaCare having much impact for agents 
working with large employers. The small employer is a totally other story. “What I’m 
finding in small groups, and I think this is a negative, is that small employers are going 
to employee only plans or are offering no coverage. They believe their employees will 
qualify for subsidies. As an agent working with that employer and let’s say there are 10-
employees, I now have to capture 10 transactions. I have to take the time to do that and 
I am not sure I have the time to do it,” Seifert said.

Oregon is a much different story. With the navigators and agents being essentially the 
same person, getting the insurance job done for 
consumers and getting commission for the agent 
is much easier. 

Former PIA Oregon/Idaho President Peter Ball of 
Corvallis Insurance Services helped pave the 
way for independent agent involvement in the 
exchange during his presidency. He, PIA Oregon 
Lobbyist Lana Butterfield and PIA members 
Patrick O’Keefe of Cascade Insurance Center in 
Bend, Oregon, Kelsey Wood of Gordon Wood 
Insurance and Financial Services in Roseburg, 
Oregon and others worked tirelessly to make 
sure agents were involved in the exchange. 

O’Keefe was the point person for this association 
once the exchange was formed. He is happy with 
the outcome and says Oregon agents will find 
working with the exchange to be a positive experience. “There will be some bumps but I 
think it’s going to work. There will need to be some adjusting but as a whole, I think it’s 
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going to work. My hope is that this will become a really robust tool, an efficiency tool, a 
new way for me to enroll clients, businesses and individuals. I think it’s going to be a 
really good thing for me, and for the insurance industry.”

On why Oregon went with insurance agents as navigators and not choosing the route 
Washington State took, O’Keefe said it’s a no-brainer. “Oregon is really high on 
insurance agents because they can’t do without us. We’re cheap and do sales, 
marketing and service. If they didn’t have agents in this rollout they’d have to hire 
another 500 people [as navigators]. They have us. We’re a bargain and they know it.”

The last word on the topic comes from Sorensen. His advice is best given to 
consumers. Nationwide PIA National and the PIA state affiliates have sent this message 
to politicians and bureaucrats setting up these exchanges. In most cases — 
unfortunately — this concept has fallen on deaf ears. 

“Insurance decision making — and the reason there are insurance professionals — is 
that there are complicated decisions dealing with alternate contractual provisions and a 
large block of the prospective applicants are likely to come from populations with little 
experience in dealing with insurance programs. They’d be well-advised to not make a 
decision without being advised of all of the information available. The best place to get 
that — of course — is from a fully licensed and authorized insurance professional who 
knows the products and knows the markets and is in the best position to assist an 
individual with their purchasing choices,” Sorensen said. 


