Spotlight on the Safety Net –
A Community Collaboration

NC Get Covered –
A Statewide Network of Health Care Change Agents
NC Get Covered—a statewide, non-partisan
initiative—was established in 2014 to convene
and educate diverse organizations interested in or
affected by the implementation of the Affordable
Care Act (ACA). Before the initiative was formally
established, health care advocates were already
meeting voluntarily to discuss former President
Obama’s signature health care law and effective
outreach and enrollment strategies.
These volunteers, known collectively as The
Big Tent, were critical to NC Get Covered’s longstanding success, as the state of North Carolina
opted not to create its own state-based health
care exchange under the ACA. Instead, consumers
were encouraged to use the Federally Facilitated
Marketplace (or HealthCare.gov) to enroll in ACA
plans. This also meant that health care advocates
could not rely on the North Carolina Department of
Health and Human Services to provide them with
the necessary training, resources, and support to
ensure a successful roll-out of the new health care
law. They only had each other and their collective
will to make sure as many North Carolinians as
possible could sign up for health insurance coverage, many of them for the very first time.
The Big Tent became NC Get Covered in 2014
with grant support from the Kate B. Reynolds
Charitable Trust (KBR) and full-time staff were
hired to facilitate and implement the program. The
original list of 40 volunteers grew to nearly 200
organizations across North Carolina that were committed to the cause, including community-based
organizations, health insurance companies, governmental agencies, advocacy groups, academic
institutions, hospitals, and more. The Care Share
Health Alliance—a statewide nonprofit whose mission is “collaborating for health equity”—became
NC Get Covered’s administrative home.
In the first few years after ACA implementation, North Carolina saw a dramatic decrease in
uninsured rates among nonelderly adults, from

18.5% in 2013 to 12.7% in 2017 [1]. Since that time,
however, the percentage of North Carolinians who
lack health insurance coverage has hovered around
10.7%—the 10th-highest uninsured rate in the
country [2]. There is no question that more needs
to be done to make quality, affordable health care
a reality for more North Carolinians. By expanding Medicaid, for example, an estimated 500,000
individuals who currently fall into the coverage
gap—meaning they make too much money to
qualify for Medicaid and too little to qualify for
subsidies on the Marketplace—would become
Medicaid-eligible.
In spite of these challenges, NC Get Covered
and its partners have preserved a rich legacy
of collaboration, innovation, and outreach and
enrollment proficiency over the years. Before its
sunset in 2017, Enroll America and similar organizations took the lead on developing effective ACA
consumer messaging and marketing strategies.
Insurance agents and brokers, certified application
counselors, and health insurance navigators are
highly skilled in educating consumers about their
health care options and enrolling them into plans.
Marketplace carriers provide competitive health
plans to meet the wide-ranging needs of their
members. Advocacy groups, along with the North
Carolina Department of Insurance, continue to
hold insurance companies accountable by shining a
spotlight on consumer complaints and enrollment
challenges. State and local philanthropic organizations have invested generously in North Carolina’s
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erage to its residents. Academic institutions collect
and analyze enrollment data to help partners identify areas of success and opportunities for growth.
Lastly, NC Get Covered provides a space for these
stakeholders to come together to strategize, share
best practices, and problem solve to enhance ACA
outreach and enrollment efforts, increase access to
care, and ultimately improve health outcomes.
As a result of this statewide coordination and
collaboration, North Carolina continues to enroll
much of its population in ACA plans each year.
In 2020, for example, more than 500,000 North
Carolinians signed up for health insurance coverage on the Marketplace, securing North Carolina’s
fourth-place ranking behind California, Florida, and
Texas [3].
We should be proud of North Carolina’s ACA
outreach and enrollment success, but we must
not grow complacent. Health care advocates—or,
better yet, health care change agents—must continue to fight to protect the ACA and the health of
individuals who have obtained coverage through
the law across the state. As made more evident
by the COVID-19 pandemic, having access to lifesaving health care services is essential. The ACA
has provided a lifeline for North Carolinians who
lost their employer-based coverage due to COVID19, enabling them to qualify for a 60-day special
enrollment period.
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For more information about NC Get Covered,
including upcoming meeting dates and times,
please visit https://www.caresharehealth.org/createnetworks/nc-get-covered/.
Willona M. Stallings, MPH former director, NC Get Covered,
Care Share Health Alliance, Morrisville, North Carolina.
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