Aetna working on a comeback as player in local HMO game

Company will try to improve reputation, market share after 4-year absence
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One of  the nation's largest health insurers has re-entered the Sacramento market after a     four-year hiatus. 
Hartford, Conn.-based Aetna opened an office at 1215 K St. on March 1 to support expansion in the Central Valley. A low-key player in the region for years, the company tried to build its health maintenance organization market share in the late 1990s, but abruptly pulled the plug on the plan in 2002 and closed its Rancho Cordova office. 

Now it's back, selling itself as a new, more responsive Aetna with a variety of health plans, a large network and broad geographic reach. The strategy plays well among local brokers who welcome another plan to sell and pundits who say competition could shake up an oligopoly of longtime players. 

"Any time there's a new entry in the HMO market in Sacramento and the Central Valley, that's a good thing," said Albert Lowey-Ball, a healthcare consultant in Sacramento. "It's going to be a tough, competitive battle." 

"Another player in the marketplace? Wonderful," said Dale Waters, a Sacramento insurance broker. "They're a big name but will have to run the system right and respond to broker needs. Historically, they've been extremely difficult to deal with on underwriting and quote requests -- they simply never responded." 

Angling for 100,000 new members 

Aetna has about 35,300 members in the four-county Sacramento area, most signed up with preferred provider organization plans at large, self-funded employers such as Starbucks Coffee, Costco Wholesale Corp. and United Parcel Service. 

"Groups I've had with them have had them for a very long time, and they've had very good service," said local insurance broker Joe Hart. 

Aetna had 14,000 HMO members in Sacramento, El Dorado, Placer and Yolo counties when it left town in January 2002. 

"They are very successful in the multistate employer market, with unified benefits and services across state lines," said Dard Hunter, a principal at Mercer Health & Benefits in San Francisco. "Where Aetna has struggled is with employers in one location." 

Criticized in the past for a scanty provider network, Aetna now touts contracts with all the major medical groups and hospitals in Sacramento except Kaiser Permanente, which has its own doctors and hospitals. Aetna also contracts with San Ramon-based Hill Physicians Medical Group Inc., which has more than 500 local doctors. 

