
 
 
 

 
 

May 29, 2015 
 
The Honorable Sylvia Burwell  
Secretary 
Department of Health and Human Services  
P.O. Box 8010 
Baltimore, MD 21244-8010 
 
Re: Request for Comments on Machine Readable Plan Documents and Support 
for Navigators 
 
The National Health Council (NHC) appreciates the opportunity to submit 
comments on the proposals for machine readable plan documents, and the 
navigator program. The NHC has been and continues to be a committed 
supporter of provisions of the Affordable Care Act (ACA) that provide the 
greatest benefit to people with chronic diseases and disabilities. We are also 
committed to ensuring that the law is continually enhanced to strengthen these 
protections and that exchanges offer patients access to health insurance 
coverage that meets their health and budget needs. 
 
The NHC is the only organization that brings together all segments of the 
health community to provide a united voice for the more than 133 million 
people with chronic diseases and disabilities and their family caregivers. Made 
up of more than 100 national health-related organizations and businesses, its 
core membership includes the nation’s leading patient advocacy groups, which 
control its governance. Other members include professional societies and 
membership associations, nonprofit organizations with an interest in health, 
and major pharmaceutical, medical device, biotechnology, and health 
insurance companies. 

The NHC strongly supports the proposed requirements that health plans must 
make available accurate, timely, machine-readable provider networks and 
formulary data to the public in the 2016 plan year. Based on survey results of 
patient experiences in the 2014 plan year, 36% of exchange enrollees had a 
hard time finding a list of providers and 38% had difficulty accessing plan 
formularies.1 Ensuring that exchange health plans use machine-readable 
provider networks and formularies will allow the federal government and state 
based exchanges to present these resources to patients in a way that should 
make it easier for patients shopping for coverage to find and understand this 
critical information.  
 
Additionally, machine-readable provider networks and formularies will enable 
third-party entities to download the data and create decision support tools to 
help patients find the plan that best meets their expected health needs and 

                                                           
1 “Navigating the ACA among Enrollees with Chronic Illnesses,” Celinda Lake, March 2015. 
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budget. The NHC has created such a tool, located at www.PuttingPatientsFirst.net. Had machine-
readable formularies that included cost-sharing information been available during the creation of 
this tool, it would have been created in a way that would be even more beneficial to patients. 

Ensuring the data is machine-readable would also enable the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid 
Services (CMS), state regulators, and third-party entities to easily download the information to 
conduct analyses to ensure that patients are not facing discriminatory formularies or narrow 
provider networks that are hindering their access to care. Transparent access to machine-readable 
formularies and provider networks will allow entities to conduct these analyses and identify 
issues on a timelier basis than was possible in the past. Furthermore, setting this standard will 
help to improve data accuracy and integrity standards, which have been lacking to date.  

We also encourage the agency to consider developing a standardized template for marketplace 
plans to use to populate their stand-alone formularies and provider directories. Standardized plan 
materials will enhance transparency for consumers and allow for a better comparison of plan 
benefits and coverage if all material is displayed in a consistent way.  

Furthermore, the NHC supports the continued funding of the navigator program in federal and 
state exchanges. Navigators continue to serve an important role helping patients enroll in the best 
coverage for their expected health needs and budget. For the 2015 open enrollment period, CMS 
awarded $60 million to 90 organizations to provide navigator services in federally-facilitated 
exchange (FFE) states.2 When taking into consideration the highly individualized in-person 
assistance offered by these navigator organizations and that nearly 8.8 million people enrolled in 
FFE states, there is a limited amount of funding available to sustain this effort at a robust level. 
As carriers and products in the exchanges evolve, patients will continue to seek out the 
individualized, free, and unbiased one-on-one assistance provided by navigators. It is essential 
that the program at minimum maintain funding to ensure that patients enrolling and re-enrolling 
in coverage retain this vital form of information assistance.  
 
Thank you for your consideration of the NHC’s objectives to improve patient protections in 
health insurance exchanges nationwide. Alongside the patient community, we are committed to 
ensuring that exchange plans fulfill the promise of appropriate, affordable access to health 
insurance for all people, including patients.  
 
Please do not hesitate to contact Eric Gascho, our Assistant Vice President of Government 
Affairs, if you or your staff would like to discuss these issues in greater detail. He is reachable by 
phone at 202-973-0545 or via e-mail at egascho@nhcouncil.org.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Marc Boutin, JD 
Chief Executive Officer 
 

                                                           
2 Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services, “CMS Announces Opportunity to Apply for Navigator Grants in Federally-
facilitated and State Partnership Marketplaces,” June, 2014 accessed via: 
https://www.cms.gov/Newsroom/MediaReleaseDatabase/Press-releases/2014-Press-releases-items/2014-06-10.html  
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