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Tough challenges require  
creative solutions

BackgroundMany municipalities in Michigan whose 
pension benefits are administered by MERS 
also faced significant OPEB (Other Post-
Employment Benefits) liability due to the 
cost of retiree healthcare coverage.  

Municipalities wanted to decrease their costs, 
but without cutting benefits or limiting retiree 
choice. Providing retirees with a tax-free 
medical savings account via the MERS Health 
Care Savings Program (HCSP), along with 
access to shop for their own plans through 
Mercer Marketplace 365+ Retiree was the ideal 
solution. Many of the plans available to these 
Medicare-eligible retirees provided better 
coverage than the previous employer’s group 
plan at a lower cost — and the savings to 
MERS municipalities was significant.

MERS of Michigan is an independent, professional 
retirement services company that was created to 
administer the retirement plans for Michigan’s local 
units of government on a not-for-profit basis. 

Serving more than 950 municipalities and more 
than 100,000 participants, including firefighters, 
healthcare personnel and public works employees, 
MERS competes for business in the market and has 
a successful track record of improving the financial 
health of members’ retirement plans. 84% of 
Michigan’s pension plans participate with MERS, 
which holds more than $14 billion in combined total 
assets. Each municipality determines benefits at 
the local level and is responsible for the employer 
contributions needed to provide benefits to retirees.

According to Cara Doerfler, MERS Design and 
Outreach Business Process Owner “Access to 
healthcare for these retirees is critical. Since 2004, 
MERS has been offering post-employment benefit 
products to help with the rising costs of healthcare.” 

Historically, MERS had sponsored a group Medicare 
Advantage plan, however this was a one-size-
fits-all approach and was not delivering the 
results MERS had hoped to provide. In looking for 
alternatives that would help to cut costs, MERS had 
another major goal — to deliver a positive retiree 
experience that would: 

• Meet obligations to retirees
•  Provide choice to meet each retiree’s 

medical needs
• Provide affordable options
• Reduce employer’s retiree healthcare liability 
• Control future cash requirements 
• Reduce plan administration
•  Provide healthcare options for those retirees  

who did not have access to an employer-
sponsored plan 

Delivering savings, choice and personalized support
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Mercer Marketplace  
365+ Retiree

By setting up the MERS HCSP and partnering with Mercer   
to provide Mercer Marketplace 365+ Retiree as a resource  
for advice and shopping, MERS employers were able to  
realize their goals of continuing to provide a valuable  
retiree healthcare program with lower costs and maintaining 
similar benefits for retirees. Over the past 18 months, 14 MERS 
municipalities have since adopted Mercer Marketplace 365+ 
Retiree as their private exchange solution. 

“Mercer’s white-glove service aligns with MERS’s 
philosophy and approach,” says Doerfler. “They were 
very generous in their consultative effort, working with 
each employer at their level.”

“We wanted to set up a healthcare exchange and recognized the need to partner to help bridge the gaps,” says 
Doerfler. MERS selected Mercer as its strategic partner, then made it available to interested municipalities. For each 
municipality, the transition process is completed in four simple steps: 

Mercer collects plan information, cost and demographic data to help 
recommend a stipend amount that would ensure retirees have the 
money they need to purchase a similar, or even more cost-effective, 
plan through Mercer Marketplace 365+ Retiree.

Municipality deposits stipends into a MERS Health Care Savings 
Program (HCSP) for each retiree.

Retirees schedule and participate in benefits consultations  
with Mercer’s benefits counselors to help them choose  
a plan to fit their individual needs.

Retirees use their HCSP account to pay for their 
premiums through the private exchange.  

Private healthcare exchanges, or marketplaces, combine insurance products 
with support and tools to help retirees shop, compare and enroll in plans that 
best meet their needs. Seniors can access all types of Medicare plans through 
Mercer Marketplace 365+ Retiree, including Medicare Advantage, Medicare 
Supplement (Medigap) and Medicare Prescription Drug Plans. 
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“My benefits counselor  
was great. Theresa was  
able to answer every 
question I asked and  
was more than helpful.  
She even shared her  
personal contact 
information. Talking with 
her made me feel more 
confident and empowered to 
make an informed decision.”

–  Mary Ann Sawka, Retired Financial  
Manager, Lowell Light & Power

Mercer’s fully licensed expert benefits counselors help MERS retirees shop and compare the marketplace and make 
informed decisions about health plans. Our counselors do not work on commissions, but are driven by quality and 
satisfaction of services. The benefits counselors receive extensive training and mentoring on working with seniors, 
interfacing with carriers, insurance products and MERS employee culture. They provide ongoing advocacy and support 
throughout the year, including:

• Provider searches
• Maximizing reimbursement accounts
• Assistance with appeals

• Insurance education
• Identifying alternate funding for medications
• Physician bill questions

Mercer benefits counselors 
make benefits personal



The Eaton Rapids experience
Eaton Rapids, a small town in lower Michigan, has 34 full-time staff who serve 
the 5,300 residents and 32 retirees. Eaton Rapids’ OPEB liability for 2018, all due 
to retiree healthcare, was more than $10.5 million. According to Michigan law 
governing OPEB funding level requirements, Eaton Rapids was required to 
develop a Corrective Action Plan to address their outstanding OPEB obligation. 

“We analyzed the options and decided that we wanted 
to offer a health savings account people could take to the 
marketplace,” says City Manager Aaron Desentz. “We were 
looking for significant financial savings but also wanted to 
make sure that our retirees would have equivalent benefits to 
our previous group plan offering.” After several meetings with 
retirees and local unions, Eaton Rapids switched to Mercer 
Marketplace 365+ Retiree, which was selected for its gamut 

of options and retirees’ ability to increase their healthcare 
savings. “This has been the most significant financial decision 
within the city in recent history,” added Aaron.

The town’s OPEB liability has decreased by 65% to $3.7 
million, and will be 100% funded within 30 years. “Retirees 
will outnumber active employees in five years, so this 
maneuver sets us up for success,” Desentz says.  

Results
With Mercer Marketplace 365+ Retiree, Eaton Rapids has:

•  The ability to offer similar healthcare coverage options
•  Decreased subsidies—up to 40% of current Medicare rates
• Decreased OPEB liability by up to 65%
•  Offered choice and competitive rates, which allows the potential for excess funds to be used for other qualified 

expenses including, dental and vision coverage



MERS employer analysis
Participating MERS employers include counties, cities, townships, 
health systems, road commissions and libraries. 
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45-65%

employers adopted the Mercer Marketplace 365+ 
Retiree/MERS HCSP Solution*

annual average cost saving 
per participant

annual savings were realized among 
MERS participants

estimated reduction in 
actuarial liabilities

Municipal Employees’ Retirement System of Michigan, “A Sustainable Approach to Retiree Health Care”, 2020

*since January 1, 2020



Mercer Marketplace 365+ 
Retiree is an excellent option 
for these retirees. Word is 
getting out among MERS 
municipalities about their high 
satisfaction with the program. 
Many believe it’s too good to 
be true until we show them. 
The partnership between 
MERS and Mercer is critical.

– Tammy Marier, MERS Benefit Plan Advisor
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