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Introduction 

 In 2008, Barack Obama won the presidency after running on a platform that 

largely revolved around a promise to provide widespread health care coverage for 

Americans. In 2010, Obama signed the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act —

 which became known as “Obamacare” — into law; after he was re-elected to the 

presidency in November 2012, a plan ensued for the federal government to create an 

online platform for health insurance exchanges for 36 different states. The federal 

government contracted the creation of the website out to 55 different information 

technology firms, most notably the Canadian firm CGI Federal. The creation of the site, 

HealthCare.gov, proved to be extremely rocky, with rumored testing delays and 

widespread speculation of technical difficulties in the months leading up to its launch. 

Despite rumors, President Obama, officials from the U.S. Department of Health and 

Human Services, and CGI Federal representatives insisted that the website would be 

ready to launch by its set deadline, October 1, 2013. 

On October 1, HealthCare.gov launched but immediately stalled due to 

technological issues and heavy internet traffic; the site was inaccessible to millions of 

Americans. The same day, the United States federal government entered a shutdown that 

would last 16 days. In the following weeks, HealthCare.gov crashed numerous times, and 

the Obama administration scrambled to fix the problems, pulling in tech experts from 

around the country. After over a month of problems with the site, Chief Kathleen 

Sebelius of Health and Human Services apologized, as did President Obama, who 

confessed his administration had “fumbled” the rollout and would need to work to restore 

credibility with the public regarding health care. 



Public criticism of the Obama administration’s handling of the rocky 

HealthCare.gov rollout was widespread; Republicans publicly criticized President 

Obama, the site, and the Affordable Care Act as a whole, and public relations firms 

across America took the opportunity to explain exactly how they would’ve handled the 

situation differently. The HealthCare.gov rollout is a textbook example of how not to 

handle a crisis — particularly one of a national scale — and how to tackle restoration of 

credibility throughout the aftermath. 

 
Organizational Overview of U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 

In 1939, the United States government formed the Federal Security Act, a 

department focused on maintaining public health, education and social security. After 

several decades and a series of organizational changes, this transformed into the U.S. 

Department of Health and Human Services, officially established as such in 1979. Health 

and Human Services is now the Cabinet-level government department focused on 

providing resources and services to protect and maintain the health of American citizens. 

Its leaders, the Secretary and Deputy Secretary, are appointed by the president. The 

department’s mission is to “enhance the health and well-being of Americans by providing 

for effective health and human services and by fostering sound, sustained advances in the 

sciences underlying medicine, public health and social services.” 

  The department offers over 100 programs such as Medicare and Medicaid, which 

help provide health coverage for elderly and lower-income citizens, respectively. It also 

partners with other departments and agencies to promote programs like the Supplemental 

Nutrition Assistance Program, which helps provide food stamps and in turn supports 

public health. For the 2015 fiscal year, Health and Human Services had a $1.02 trillion 



budget and 79,540 employees. About half of the department’s annual budget goes 

towards Medicare. Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services is the agency within 

Health and Human Services that handles Medicare, Medicaid and the Health Insurance 

Marketplace. This agency assumed much of the responsibility for the problems with the 

HealthCare.gov rollout (www.hhs.gov). 

 
SWOT Analysis of U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 

Strengths Weaknesses Opportunities Threats 

Public perception 
generally good — 
designed to “protect 
health of all 
Americans” 

Government entity —
 so public trust can be 
shaky at times 

Possible to enact 
positive social 
change through 
programs 

Ongoing opposition to 
legislation like ACA 
and programs like 
Medicare 

Viewed as necessary 
part of government 
— has been around in 
some form since 
1930s 

Partisan politics can 
interfere with 
operations and skew 
public perception 

Chance to reshape 
and improve health 
care system and 
coverage for 
millions of 
Americans 

Transition of power 
(new administration) 
completely changes 
appointed leaders of 
organization 

Annual budget of 
over $1 trillion 

Consistent 
opposition/threats to 
cut programs and 
legislation 

 

Budget cuts 

Ample access to 
communication 
channels and 
American public 

  

Failure of website hurt 
overall credibility and 
success of ACA 

 
Key Players 

In the months preceding the launch of HealthCare.gov, all parties involved with 

its creation had to deal with Republican opposition and rumors regarding the site’s 

functionality. Administration officials were under a lot of pressure as the deadline for the 



site’s launch drew nearer, and it seems they either could have pushed back the date 

entirely until all problems were solved, or just reassured the public and tried to force 

everything to be ready by October 1. The parties involved chose the latter route. The 

site’s disastrous launch made the parties involved look unprofessional and uncredible, 

and like the whole implementation of the ACA was shaky. 

After the site’s calamitous rollout, a lot of people searched for where to place 

blame — but there were several key players involved. The Affordable Care Act became 

President Obama’s signature legislation — “Obamacare” — so he and his administration 

were right at the center of the crisis. As the president and most prominent public official 

in America, the public looked to President Obama for answers regarding 

HealthCare.gov’s problems in the days following its rollout. However, the Department of 

Health and Human Services was also heavily involved in both the creation of the site and 

the services it provided. Specifically, the federal agency Centers for Medicare and 

Medicaid Services helped spearhead HealthCare.gov’s creation. CMS officials Gary 

Cohen and Henry Chao communicated heavily with Congress in the months preceding 

HealthCare.gov’s launch (Humer & Morgan, 2013). 

A lot of responsibility and public scrutiny also fell on the IT firm responsible for 

much of HealthCare.gov’s data and creation, CGI Federal. CGI Federal was pretty new to 

the business of U.S. government IT at the time of the HealthCare.gov project, but had a 

mixed history in terms of success with major projects. According to the Washington Post, 

CGI missed so many deadlines and generally produced such low-quality work for one 

health care-related project in Ontario, Canada that Canadian officials ditched the $46.2 

million contract (DePillis, 2013). The HealthCare.gov scandal severely hurt CGI’s 



reputation because, although it was not solely responsible and over 50 other contractors 

worked on the project, critics agreed that the site was poorly constructed. 

 The Obama administration needed to address the general American public 

throughout the HealthCare.gov crisis, since this issue was something that affected pretty 

much all Americans in some way. However, the main audiences the administration 

needed to address were people who were trying to sign up for health care but having 

trouble, people who had thus far supported the ACA but were dissuaded by the site’s 

launch, and Republican critics who had been pushing back against the ACA ever since 

President Obama signed it into law. 

 
Timeline 

March 23, 2010 — President Obama signs Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act 

into law. 

Dec. 2012 — Federal government assumes responsibility for building technology to 

enable health insurance enrollment for 33 (later 36) states. 

Dec. 13, 2012 — Gary Cohen, top CMS government official, tells House committee that 

online enrollment system will be ready to roll out Oct. 1, 2013. 

March 2013 — Henry Chao, deputy chief info officer at CMS, says he’s “pretty 

nervous” about exchanges being ready by Oct. 1. Same day, Gary Cohen says, “Everyone 

recognizes that day one will not be perfect.” 

May 2013 — Obama says govt. is working hard to meet deadlines but — “Even if we do 

everything perfectly, there’ll still be, you know, glitches and bumps.”  

June 19, 2013 — Government Accountability Office says health insurance exchanges 

may not open on time because of missed deadlines.  



Aug. 6, 2013 — HHS inspector general says in report that federal government is months 

behind in testing data security for exchanges. 

Oct. 1, 2013 — Technology problems and heavy internet traffic stall launch of new 

online insurance exchanges. HealthCare.gov is inaccessible to millions of Americans. An 

Obama administration official says the problems will be resolved within a few hours. 

Same day, federal government enters a shutdown. 

Oct. 9, 2013 — White House Spokesperson Jay Carney says problems are due to 

underestimating public interest in site. 

Oct. 17, 2013 — Federal government re-opens. 

Oct. 21, 2013 — Obama gives speech in White House Rose Garden to discuss 

Obamacare website and explain the enrollment process. Says website has problems for 

which there is “no excuse.” 

Oct. 22, 2013 — Third week of problems with HealthCare.gov — Obama names adviser 

Jeffrey Zients to run a “tech surge” of experts from Google, Red Hat Inc. and Oracle 

Corp. to fix site.  

Oct. 24, 2013 — At Congressional hearing, IT contractors testify they had only two 

weeks to test new system behind Obamacare. 

Oct. 27, 2013 — Outage at data center hosting federal data stops enrollment across 

country; brings down HealthCare.gov for one day. 

Oct. 31, 2013 — HHS Chief Sebelius apologizes for the botched launch, saying she 

should be held responsible for the problems. HealthCare.gov site crashes again.  

Nov. 7, 2013 — President Obama publicly apologizes, saying he made promises he 

couldn’t keep. 



Nov. 13, 2013 — HHS releases figures for Obamacare enrollment for first time. 

Early Dec., 2013 — Website is pretty much fully functional. Obama administration 

begins to focus efforts on encouraging Americans to enroll in Obamacare. 

Dec. 4, 2013 — White House hosts youth summit to encourage health care enrollment. 

Jan. 2014 — Government fires CGI Federal 

March 6, 2014 — President Obama pitches health care to Latino Americans town hall-

style. 

March 13, 2014 — President Obama appears on Funny or Die’s “Between Two Ferns.” 

Online traffic on HealthCare.gov quickly spikes 40%. 

March 31, 2014 — Deadline for open enrollment in health care plans; goal for 

enrollment was exceeded by over one million people. 

April 10, 2014 — HHS Chief Kathleen Sebelius resigns over disastrous HealthCare.gov 

rollout. 

  

Research 

 Most of the research the Obama administration conducted surrounding the 

HealthCare.gov rollout related to the site itself, including its functionality and online 

impressions, rather than communications efforts. This could be why crisis 

communications by the Obama administration seemed scattered and uncredible. 

The rollout of HealthCare.gov was preceded by speculation of missed deadlines, 

particularly testing deadlines. Administration officials heard these rumors and mostly 

combated them by reassuring the public to the contrary. However, at a Congressional 

hearing called by the House Energy and Commerce Committee on October 24, officials 

from CGI and other IT contractors testified that they had only two weeks to test systems 



behind HealthCare.gov — a very short amount of time for such a massive project (Humer 

& Morgan, 2013). Internal documents obtained by NBC News also revealed that “stress 

tests” that were conducted mere days before HealthCare.gov’s rollout indicated that the 

site became overloaded with more than 1,100 users online. Preceding the launch, 

administration officials had estimated 50,000 to 60,000 users in the site’s first few days 

(Thorp, 2013); official analytics showed the site received as many as 250,000 visitors at 

once in its first 5 days (Mullaney 2013). 

 Once the site itself launched, the administration could use online analytics to view 

user impressions and gauge how many Americans were signing up for the health care 

exchanges on HealthCare.gov. But at first, Health and Human Services denied releasing 

numbers for people who had successfully enrolled through HealthCare.gov, raising issues 

of transparency and sparking speculation that the number was embarrassingly low 

(Jeffries, 2013). Administration officials released these numbers for the first time on 

November 13 — six weeks after the site’s launch. This data revealed that about 106,185 

people had enrolled in a health care plan, but only about 26,794 of these enrollments 

were through the federal website (Mortiere, 2013). 

 An apparent lack of research particularly aimed at PR objectives in the weeks 

following the rollout led to bungled statements and general responses by the Obama 

administration and representatives from Health and Human Services. The 

administration’s messages contradicted what was actually happening and what the media 

was reporting. White House and HHS officials continued to publicly insist that the site’s 

issues were minor (Cheney, Haberkorn & Millman, 2013); however, according to a late 

November report by The New York Times, executive officials kept a running tally of the 



site’s problems that grew to over 600 items (Stolberg & Shear, 2013). Most of the 

administration’s research efforts were centered around getting the site itself to function 

rather than coordinating communications efforts, which led to competing messages and a 

lack of designated spokesperson throughout the crisis. 

 
PR Planning and Strategies 

 In the months leading up to the HealthCare.gov rollout, White House and HHS 

officials tried to quell rumors about technological problems by downplaying them; 

officials collectively made it seem like the site had a few minor glitches, but never 

publicly admitted to major problems or missed deadlines. In March 2013, CMS Deputy 

Chief Information Officer Henry Chao confessed to being “nervous” about the site being 

ready to launch on time, but no officials ever indicated any intent to delay the launch date 

or pause the whole process (Humer & Morgan, 2013). President Obama seemed 

determined on September 27, when he said, “Those marketplaces will be open for 

business on Tuesday, no matter what, even if there’s a government shutdown. That’s a 

done deal” (Mortiere, 2013). Officials’ proactive efforts to combat public scrutiny and 

dissuade rumors about HealthCare.gov were not only ineffective — they were incorrect. 

The launch of the site proved it was suffering from major technical difficulties rather than 

minor glitches. The site was slow, linked to blank pages, and for many visitors just 

crashed altogether. 

 Following the site’s launch, officials continued to downplay the problems with 

HealthCare.gov, blaming them on unforeseen levels of traffic. President Obama even 

likened HealthCare.gov’s launch to Apple’s slightly buggy launch of its latest operating 

system, iOS 7, in his speech on October 1, saying, “I don't remember anybody suggesting 



Apple should stop selling iPhones or iPads or threatening to shut down the company if 

they didn't” (Robertson, 2013). Despite one error message on the site that said things 

would be resolved “within 24 hours,” the site remained broken. In the following weeks, 

officials insisted that these were minor “glitches” that were being actively addressed, and 

the site would be fully functional soon. 

 After about three weeks of problems with HealthCare.gov, the administration’s 

messaging changed slightly — perhaps the website wasn’t perfect, but the overall process 

of health care reform was going relatively well. President Obama emphasized this point 

in a speech on October 21, stressed that the general essence of the ACA was working 

fine, and that critics of the law should instead be rooting for its success for the sake of 

American families who needed health insurance. Administration officials like White 

House spokesman Jay Carney also reiterated this message, turning the narrative around 

on critics (Cohen & Smith, 2013). For the most part, executive officials tended to avoid 

the topic of the website when possible. White House and HHS officials did not publicly 

confess and apologize for the failings of the website until a month after its launch. 

 
Tactics 

The Obama administration did not seem to have a concrete communications plan 

throughout the rollout crisis, so there wasn’t one clearly defined spokesperson on the 

issue. As a result, different officials spoke through different channels to disseminate 

information to the public in the weeks following HealthCare.gov’s launch. Some officials 

like White House spokesperson Jay Carney gave a few isolated comments and assurances 

that the administration was working hard, but President Obama officially addressed the 

issue twice. The first time was during a speech on October 1, the day of the site’s rollout, 



during which he briefly mentioned the increasing technological turmoil, mostly brushing 

it off. The second address was an official speech in the White House Rose Garden on 

October 21, during which he said there was no “sugarcoating” the problems with the site, 

reassuring Americans that tech experts were working 24/7 to fix them (Cohen & Smith, 

2013). 

Administration and HHS officials also communicated through online channels 

throughout the crisis. Many of their posts also generally avoided discussing the problems 

with the federal website, focusing instead on the successes Americans were having 

signing up at the state level. In a blog post on October 20, HHS officials conceded that 

HealthCare.gov “has not lived up to the expectations of the American people,” again 

citing unexpected levels of online traffic (Wilson, 2013). Meanwhile, the official 

HealthCare.gov social media pages featured content seemingly unrelated to the crisis, 

encouraging followers to sign up for health insurance and promoting the low marketplace 

premiums of various health care plans. 

On October 22, the administration announced that President Obama had 

appointed his trusted adviser Jeffrey Zients to lead a “tech surge” of experts to fix 

HealthCare.gov. Zients enlisted programmers from major companies like Google, Red 

Hat, and Oracle to work on the site’s ongoing problems (Wayne, 2013). Zients repeated 

that the site would “function smoothly for the vast majority of users” by late November, 

with no predetermined “magic moment” at which they expected everything to be fixed 

(Stolberg & Shear, 2013). The site appeared to be mostly functional around early 

December. 



None of the officials behind the creation of HealthCare.gov publicly apologized 

until weeks after the start of the site’s launch. On October 31, Health and Human 

Services Chief Kathleen Sebelius apologized before Congress for the botched website 

rollout, saying that she should be held responsible for the problems. In her apology, she 

assured that her agency was helping pull in outside help to achieve optimal function for 

the site (Wayne, 2013). President Obama also apologized on November 7; his apology 

mostly focused on a small percentage of Americans who were at risk of losing their 

health insurance coverage due to provisions in the ACA, noting that continuing problems 

with HealthCare.gov prevented these consumers from being able to browse new options 

(Eilperin, 2013). 

 
Evaluation 

 By mid-November, administration officials knew just how poorly they’d handled 

the HealthCare.gov rollout; President Obama publicly stated that the administration had 

“fumbled” the whole thing (Mortiere, 2013). Though they had tried to provide 

reassurances to the public, many people just weren’t having it. The media were still 

chasing stories about the website’s failures and Obama’s approval rating dropped nine 

points in just one month. Nationwide approval of the ACA had also dropped 12 points 

since the site’s launch (Dutton, De Pinto, Salvanto & Backus, 2013). 

The HealthCare.gov site was more functional and accessible to all Americans by 

early December —but President Obama and his aides acknowledged their credibility was 

rightfully tarnished. On November 14, Obama said, “It’s legitimate to expect us to have 

to win back some credibility on this health care law and other issues” (Mortiere, 2013). In 



an effort to regain credibility, the administration kick-started efforts to get people to sign 

up for health insurance before the end of the open enrollment period on March 31. 

 
Phase II 

 By the end of November, President Obama and his aides decided they needed to 

do something to get people to believe in the ACA again. To do that, the administration 

harkened back to successful aspects of Obama’s two presidential campaigns — by going 

local. 

According to Politico, President Obama told his senior aides to not even bother 

with trying to earn positive coverage from major national media outlets. Instead, they 

targeted their efforts towards communities and small, local news outlets. Throughout 

November, President Obama and members of his Cabinet made visits to nine of the 

nation’s top 10 cities with the highest concentration of uninsured citizens. Additionally, 

Obama’s group Organizing for Action arranged protests in smaller cities to earn coverage 

from small-town news outlets across the country (Epstein & Brown, 2013). These efforts 

helped the administration get middle class citizens to listen to their messages by 

conveying them through their trusted local news sources. 

 Other efforts by the administration targeted young people and Latino Americans, 

two demographics with a high concentration of uninsured citizens. The White House 

hosted a number of events aimed at boosting insurance enrollment with these 

demographics; on December 4, President Obama spoke at a youth summit aimed at 18 to 

35-year olds. Programs like this often featured anecdotal evidence of how the ACA has 

made it easier for young people to get covered (Epstein & Brown, 2013). On March 6, 

2014, President Obama also appeared on a town-hall style seminar to field questions 



about health care from Latino Americans. The event was hosted by the nation’s two 

largest Spanish-language television networks, Telemundo and Univision, and was in a 

final push to help get people to sign up before the March 31 enrollment deadline (Keith, 

2014). 

 Undoubtedly the president’s most successful appearance to promote 

HealthCare.gov and the ACA was his appearance on YouTube channel Funny Or Die’s 

show “Between Two Ferns,” which was posted on Funny or Die’s website March 11, 

2014. On the show, President Obama banters with comedian Zack Galifianakis, 

eventually segueing into a plug for HealthCare.gov. This appearance tapped into 

Obama’s reputation as a funny, charismatic guy, and helped reach a younger audience 

(Lee, 2014). 

 
Post-Phase II Results 

 Though the administration was still recovering from the initial PR crisis 

surrounding the HealthCare.gov rollout, people still used the federal website to sign up 

for health insurance once it was functional. Additionally, in November Jay Carney 

confirmed that state-run health care exchanges were doing extremely well, and several 

states were already on track to exceed their individual enrollment estimates (John, 2013). 

Health and Human Services set a goal for 7 million people to sign up for health insurance 

by the end of open enrollment on March 31, 2014; the final number at the end of the open 

enrollment period was over 8 million, 5.4 million of which were through the federal 

website (Ballotpedia, 2014). 

 
Media Coverage 



Immediately after the HealthCare.gov rollout, major news stations were all over 

the crisis, reporting nonstop on the catastrophic problems with the site and the dismissive 

response from the administration. Many outlets did investigative reporting, uncovering 

background details about CGI Federal and the lack of testing before the website’s launch 

to make sense of how the government had let this happen. PR firms from around the 

country also took advantage of this opportunity to publicly state how they would’ve 

handle things, or where the administration went wrong (Gold, 2013).. The crisis also 

provided fodder for late night comedians, who joked about the crashing sites in their 

monologues and skits. Though the federal government shutdown — which also started on 

October 1, 2013 — caused even more chaos for the Obama administration, it actually 

helped draw a little bit of heat away from the HealthCare.gov crisis. 

 The general public consensus was that the Obama administration and Health and 

Human Services had completely mishandled the entire website launch, and Obama’s 

popularity was the lowest it had been throughout his entire presidency — 37% approval. 

Additionally, 61% of Americans surveyed in late November 2013 said they disapproved 

of the Affordable Care Act as a whole, with two-thirds saying sign-ups for health care 

exchanges were not going well (Dutton, De Pinto, Salvanto & Backus, 2013). 

 However, the tone in the media and from the public did gradually become less 

critical after the website functioned properly and the administration began to once again 

focus its own efforts on establishing credibility. Obama and his aides earned placement in 

local newspapers through their efforts and made time for in-person plugs of Obamacare, 

like the youth summit. These efforts reminded many of Obama’s supporters why they 

liked him in the first place; he was personable, charismatic and, as he proved in his 



“Between Two Ferns” appearance, pretty funny. This appearance was wildly popular; 

according to statistics released by Health and Human Services, online traffic on 

HealthCare.gov increased by 40% the day it was posted (Lee, 2014). 

One criticism of the administration’s PR efforts was the way it reached out to 

Latino audiences. The Spanish-language version of HealthCare.gov wasn’t available until 

December, over two months after the English-site’s initial rollout. Many people believed 

efforts to reach Latinos weren’t culturally sensitive enough; Gabriel Sanchez, the director 

of research for Latino Decisions criticized that the Spanish-language website was just a 

poorly translated version of the original site (Keith, 2014). 

 
My Views 

 The general public consensus about the HealthCare.gov rollout is that the 

government, specifically the people in the White House and at Health and Human 

Services, handled it very poorly. Officials within both entities obviously knew that things 

weren’t going well with the website in the months leading up to its launch, so I think they 

should have been better prepared in the event of catastrophe on October 1. I also think, if 

CGI Federal and the government were that behind schedule, they should have considered 

pushing back the dates for launch, and perhaps even considered slightly pushing back the 

actual deadlines for enrollment. They could have gauged public opinion on these ideas 

before doing so. I know the Obama administration obviously didn’t want to admit to 

these huge problems before the launch, but if they were going to stick to downplaying the 

problems in the months leading up to it, they at least should have been better prepared 

when things blew up. They were somewhat proactive in their messaging, but not their 

planning. 



 I do think the plan to go local for the PR push after the site was fixed was a good 

one. The administration knew Obama’s success was due in part to his likeable personality 

and relatability, and they tapped into that. However, I agree with critics of the efforts to 

reach out to Latinos. For one thing, HHS should have been ready to roll out the Spanish-

language website the same day as the English-language website; not having it ready made 

it seem less important. The website also should have been more well-tailored to the target 

audience, not merely translated. 

 This is an interesting case, because though Obamacare is still in place, 

Republicans — who have been Obamacare’s most vocal critics — now hold the White 

House and Congress. There has already been a failed attempt to repeal and replace 

Obamacare, and there will likely be more pushes throughout this presidential term. In 

terms of just the website — not the law — itself, think that HHS officials need to 

continue to push and promote HealthCare.gov, and encourage people to do what is best 

for them when it comes to their health coverage. They need to make sure the 

HealthCare.gov site is functioning properly and regularly updated, and always have a 

tech team of some sort on hand to do maintenance as needed. 

 Since the Affordable Care Act was such a huge part of Barack Obama’s 

presidential legacy, I think he needs to continue his efforts to share why it’s important, 

and why it should stay in place. Or, if he someday ends up deciding there are things he 

thinks should change, he should voice his feelings and try to work with politicians and 

citizens to make those changes happen. In the meantime, he should keep working 

alongside citizens to make change, promote progressive values for our health care 



system, and, perhaps most importantly, constantly remind American citizens why he 

thinks it is so important for them to find coverage that is right for them. 
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