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This year ahead of annual enrollment we’d like to take a moment to recognize hard-working Benefits
Administrators and give them a chance to share their best practices with you! As the main point of contacts
of all employees for all benefits-related information, the work BAs do is so valuable not only to employees,
but to Aetna and TRS as well. Read on to learn more about Nikki James, the Benefits Manager for Plano
ISD, and her tips for a successful annual enrollment.
 
What is the best advice you received when you first started?
We have a dual role – serve employees and help them but also be a steward for the district. Balancing this
takes time to learn so it helps to find a mentor and talk with other BAs to share best practices, questions,
and feedback.
 
What advice would you give about annual enrollment to a new BA?
Preparation and communication are key – don’t wait until the last minute to do anything! Start planning
early; know ahead of time what the month will look like so you can be as prepared as possible. Prepare
materials in a way that will be easy for employees to understand and be available to answer questions or be
a resource for employees. Take ownership of everything in your department and know your business
operations! This is key to securing a successful open enrollment.
 
What are the biggest obstacles you face during annual enrollment?
Plano ISD is spread out over 100 square miles, so it can be hard to make something centralized so we often
rely on campus-level communications for the 7,000 employees. Most of our contact with employees is by
email or over the phone, rather than in person. We attend onsite benefits education days in a few locations,
and work closely with campus office managers during enrollment. For employees without access to email
we rely on heads of departments to print and distribute the information to staff. Since there is a large
Spanish speaking population, one of our benefits specialists speaks Spanish and is available to assist those
employees and their family members.
 
What are your most helpful resources during annual enrollment?
I look at the admin guide every day, work with my Aetna Benefit Advocate, and make sure I read the BA
blasts that come through. For employees, I direct them to use Alex and also review items on the website.
 
How do you prioritize your duties during annual enrollment?
Starting in April, I begin preparing communication materials and get as much as I can ready so when final
details are confirmed I can just plug in information. Plan communications go out in May or early June. In
June and July I focus on setup with my online enrollment system, creating the plans for next year, and
making enrollment system changes. Once open enrollment is completed, I have a close-out process I follow
so I can start new premium collections on paychecks in September. The better your set up is in the
beginning, the better your end result will be!
 
Thank you for taking the time to talk to us, Nikki, and for all that you do! Stay tuned for more stories from
other BAs in the coming weeks.
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