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Health Insurance: Playing the “cards” 
right with innovation tailored for 

COVID-19 and beyond
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Health insurance is primed for 
a major change in serving the 
needs of customers. Market 
conditions and current trends 
in health care, combined with 
the sudden and urgent need 
to address the COVID-19 
pandemic, have created the 
perfect storm. Expect true 
innovation, starting with 
ideas such as a 
budget-friendly pre-paid 
insurance card that can be 

bought in any grocery store. 

Introduction
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Innovation is no longer an option. This truth is not 
necessarily limited to businesses facing 
unexpected competition or market resistance. It 
applies, equally, to businesses where demand is 
forecasted to surge. Industries that experience 
rapid growth in market demand are the ones 
more likely to witness sharply heightened levels of 
innovation. This is because the opportunities at 
stake are larger. Health insurance is one such 
industry. Over the next six to eight months, 
propelled by the conditions created by 
COVID-19, the industry will be called to innovate 
on a scale it has rarely seen in recent times. 

The growing demand for 
innovation
The most significant trend that will shape health 
insurance products is the immediate reduction in 
spending power and the more near-term trend of 
cautionary spending in the wake of COVID-19. In 
the longer term, point of care will move from 
hospitals to homes as health care gets 
decentralized with parallel trends such as 
telemedicine gaining further traction. 

By July of 2020, 33 million Americans were 
getting unemployment benefits, the largest since 
the Great Depression1. This means 
employer-based plans will move to individual 
plans—and with job and pay cuts, buyers won’t be 
able to afford insurance. This is exactly the storm 
that generates innovation: A visibly large market, 
an opportunity within grasp and existing providers 
unable to provide the service at the right price 
point.

With scores of individuals eager (even desperate) 
to buy cover against COVID-19, but with limited 
resources, what should insurance companies do? 
The answer: Granularize cost.

An idea whose time has come
The need is to create a pre-paid insurance 
model—one that customers can walk into any 
store, even a 7-Eleven or a Tesco Express, and buy 
coverage from the aisle with the swipe of a card. 
The experience should be like buying a prepaid 
calling card, and the pricing somewhat similar. In 
free markets like the US, India and Singapore, 
where health insurance is unaffordable, this is a 
necessity. 

Think of this as a budget-friendly COVID-19 
insurance card. The idea need not remain limited 
to COVID-19. It can be easily extended to cover 
disease or health risk. It delivers protection to the 
customer against COVID-19 hospitalization and 
medical costs for a limited duration. The duration 
could be a month, two months, three…based on 
a customer’s need. The card addresses a single 
medical problem. Similar cards could be created 
for varying medical conditions ranging from the 
flu in winter to dengue in the monsoon and 
asthma allergies in summer. The solution provides 
an option for those who can’t depend on the 
government or an employer to provide insurance. 
It is an affordable option that makes them feel 
secure. 

Exploiting an idea for varied 
markets and customers
There are several ways in which the model of 
pre-paid insurance cards can be adjusted to 
different markets, environments and customers:

Pricing can be adjusted based on 
geographies, risk profiles among other 
factors

By creating healthcare networks of varying 
types, the pre-paid card can have different 
values to fit all pockets

By retrofitting the insurance plan with 
supplementary insurance – so a customer 
buying insurance for COVID-19 can also 
buy insurance for other conditions as an 
add-on
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Insurance can be sold for any for varying 
period/ duration

The central idea is to go granular and create 
smaller, more affordable packages that provide 
customers with viable options that are activity 
based and address specific risks for time-based 
periods.

To succeed, the pre-paid insurance card must be 
easy to activate and easy to use. For example, to 
register for a plan, the customer should merely 
have to scan a QR code or call a customer service 
number to complete the registration. The system 
should automatically provide the customer with a 
list of tests required to be cleared before the 
insurance is activated. To do the tests – the cost of 
which is covered by the insurance card – the 
customer should be provided with a list of 
proximal test labs/ partner clinics and hospital. 
Setting up an appointment for the tests, and 
confirming it, should be automated. The test 
partner should be informed of the appointment 
along with the tests required to be conducted. Test 
results get submitted to the insurance company 
and the insurance plan is automatically activated 
or rejected (depending on the test results). If the 
plan is rejected, the customer is informed of the 
reasons and a refund initiated.

Besides the unique Pre-paid Insurance Card 
model, insurers must engage with the customers 
(using strategies like gamification for engagement 
can also lead to cross-selling of wellness plans, 
add-on packages and, eventually, other forms of 
insurance), monitor their health using tracking 
data and wearables, clean the data in real time 
and make insurance dynamic, adjusting 
premiums based on customer risk.
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Be the change, 
don’t be driven 
by it
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Enter Divergence – our digital innovation brand, that will collaborate with clients to rapidly incubate new 
ideas by combining and embedding deep insights, creative thinking, leading edge technologies and an 
innovation framework and help them seize transformative business opportunities

How can Marlabs help

The healthcare industry is going through a 
significant upheaval. New partnerships are being 
forged: Cerner has tied up with Salesforce to 
combine data and intelligent platforms for better 
consumer and provider engagement2; Apple and 
Stanford University School of Medicine have 
partnered to identify atrial fibrillation using 
smartwatches.3 Emirates is covering medical costs 
for their passengers should they be diagnosed 
with COVID-19 while away from home until the 
end of October 2020.4

Think of Merck-Medco: What if they offer clinics for 
a monthly fee? What will insurance companies 
counter it with? What if a gym chain combines 
workouts with health checkup? How will insurance 
companies respond?

If health insurance companies don’t offer new 
products like the Pre-paid Insurance Card, 
providers like hospitals and clinics can do it 
themselves directly, by partnering with tech 
companies, banks, pharmaceutical organizations 
and even a retail chain. Service providers are 
already in the driver’s seat and innovations like 
affordable Pre-paid Insurance Cards will 
strengthen their position vis-à-vis insurance 
providers. These developments are just around the 
corner.

These ideas aren’t entirely new. Today, there are 
scores of cards issued by retailers like Walmart 
which are serviced by Capital One, Visa or 
Mastercard. These cards enroll customers into 
loyalty programs – a major attraction for 

customers and which can be a USP for insurance 
providers. Insurers too can push insurance 
products of a variety of sizes through various 
channels, adding bells and whistles like loyalty 
programs that customers love.

Conclusion
Change is not just guaranteed, it is coming from 
industries as diverse as technology, education, and 
airlines. They will keep coming from the most 
unexpected quarters. These don’t result in new 
and attractive inventions. They are innovations that 
exploit opportunities and create value for 
customers to add to business growth. How can 
your business innovate to expand product 
portfolios, markets and wallet share? The 
budget-friendly, Pre-paid Insurance Card could be 
your next innovation.
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1https://cnb.cx/33NL3cR
2https://bit.ly/2XS82jd
3https://bit.ly/2Dy7lov
4https://bloom.bg/2DKZ8gu
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