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WELCOME TO THE GUARDIAN WORKPLACE BENEFITS STUDYSM: 
THIRD ANNUAL
This year’s Guardian Workplace Benefits Study confirms employees continue to value and rely on the benefits their 
employer offers. The average Benefits Value Index (BVI) score is 7.1, consistent with last year and up from 6.8 when 
the Index was established in 2013. Employees believe their benefits positively impact their financial security, and 
they feel they need help. Only 3 in 10 workers feel financially secure1 and this study shows what little security they 
feel hinges — to a large degree — on the insurance and savings benefits they receive at the workplace.  

Given their reliance on workplace benefits for overall financial preparedness, it’s not surprising employees believe 
that employers have a responsibility to offer core insurance and retirement benefits to workers. Without those 
benefits, most say they would face financial hardship.

INTRODUCTION
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IS THERE A DISCONNECT?
Few employers believe it is their “responsibility” to provide benefits, though company cultures and philosophies differ. 
Employers do believe they play a role in helping employees and their families achieve financial security. Our research shows 
employers remain committed to offering affordable benefits that meet employees’ needs. More so than last year, employers 
are demonstrating a renewed focus on improving employee satisfaction and helping employees make the right benefits 
choices for their financial needs. This is not an easy task. Employee populations are diverse and undergoing a generational 
shift. For this reason, our report explores the different needs of two key employee segments: “Early Entrants,” who are within 
the first five years of their working lives, and “Near-Retirees,” who are within five years of retirement.

Employers face growing challenges as they try to balance employees’ well-being with containing benefits-related company 
costs. Most predict substantial increases in health insurance expenses resulting from the Affordable Care Act (ACA), and many 
companies expect to make plan design changes. Compared to last year, though, fewer employers say that asking employees to 
pay for more benefits is a part of their strategy. Instead, they are aiming to find increased efficiencies and savings by reducing 
their benefits administrative burden. Employers predict the ACA’s impact on their business will extend beyond insurance 
premiums. They believe the expense and time required for compliance and administration will increase. As a result, a large 
share of employers plan to increase their use of third-party administrators (TPAs), carriers, and brokers. Outside expertise can 
help employers navigate ACA-related changes and identify strategies to mitigate their concerns, while meeting both company 
and employee goals.

Employers are rethinking how benefits are funded, delivered, and communicated, and they are striving to find mutually 
beneficial solutions. Even within this shifting landscape, or perhaps because of it, employees place a high value on the financial 
protection and security that their benefits provide. This year’s study examines five key areas that present challenges and 
opportunities for both employers and employees:

• The workplace remains a foundation of financial security for many U.S. households: Despite an evolving and 
complicated benefits landscape, employees reaffirm the importance of their workplace benefits and the role benefits play 
in their overall financial security. Reliance on benefits is perhaps leading many employees to believe employers have a 
responsibility to provide core benefits. Employers, however, don’t necessarily view benefits in the same way and may be 
underestimating employees’ positive views.

GUARDIAN WORKPLACE BENEFITS STUDY
INTRODUCTION
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• Employers are rethinking their strategies amidst an increasingly complex benefits environment: Cost control 
remains the paramount benefits objective among most employers — and it is of even greater concern this year. 
But recent trends find employers placing increasing importance on how employees perceive the value of their 
benefits package. Employers are seeking ways to more effectively balance cost while helping employees make 
better benefits choices and take advantage of the benefits available to them.

• The Affordable Care Act is influencing the way employers fund and deliver benefits programs: Most 
employers feel overwhelmed by the enormity of change brought about by the ACA, and they expect the 
compliance and administrative burden to be great. Many hope their brokers can help them navigate ACA 
requirements and the impact the requirements will have on their specific benefits programs. Along with outside 
expertise, companies are considering new options, like self-insuring and moving to exchanges, to manage what 
they predict will be substantial cost increases as a result of the ACA.

• Advancements in outsourced expertise and technology are reshaping the benefits landscape: As part of their 
overall effort to control costs, improve efficiency and keep up with legal and regulatory changes impacting their 
benefits programs, employers are increasingly seeking external help. Many are looking to outsource elements 
of administration, enrollment, and absence management. Our study identifies the perceived advantages of 
outsourcing that extend beyond simply lowering costs, e.g., outsourcing allows employers to offer a more 
competitive benefits package.

• Tailored benefits and communications better address employee financial needs at different work stages: 
Employees starting their careers and those approaching retirement have very different financial needs, and 
they prefer benefits and communications that are relevant to their respective situations. More so than last year, 
employers suggest they want to increase access to education and help employees make the right decisions. They 
are taking a refreshed look at how they can tailor their enrollment processes and ongoing communication.

Findings from this study suggest employers may be more likely to seek outside expertise and capabilities to help 
them address their cost and administrative needs and for guidance as they aim to provide the right benefits and 
support for a diverse employee population. Employers are considering new strategies for benefits funding, delivery, 
administration, and communication.  

Note: Through this report, there are references to 2012 and 2013 data. Results collected in 2012 were published in the 2013 
study, data from 2013 was released in 2014, and data collected in 2014 is presented in this year’s study.

GUARDIAN WORKPLACE BENEFITS STUDY
INTRODUCTION
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1
THE WORKPLACE REMAINS A FOUNDATION OF FINANCIAL 
SECURITY FOR MANY AMERICAN HOUSEHOLDS

The Guardian Benefits Value Index (BVI) provides a benchmark for how 
employees feel and what will enhance their perceived value of benefits. This 
year’s study reaffirms the foundational role benefits play in a household’s 
financial security and how employees rely on insurance benefits for overall 
feelings of financial preparedness.

U.S. workers believe employers have a responsibility to offer benefits. They place 
greater importance on their benefits and are more satisfied with them than 
employers may think.

CHAPTER
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THE WORKPLACE REMAINS A FOUNDATION OF FINANCIAL SECURITY FOR MANY AMERICAN HOUSEHOLDS
CHAPTER 1

EMPLOYEES VALUE WORKPLACE  
BENEFITS AND THEIR ROLE IN 
OVERALL FINANCIAL SECURITY 
The Guardian Benefits Value Index (BVI) aims to provide a 
baseline measurement of how employees feel about their 
company’s benefits. This year’s average BVI score remains high 
at 7.1 — consistent with last year and up significantly from 6.8 
in 2012. It demonstrates that, despite ongoing change in how 
employers manage benefits, employees continue to value the 
financial protection products they receive via the workplace.  

Scores on all of the elements used to calculate the BVI are 
statistically comparable to last year. Many workers feel their 
benefits meet their personal needs, positively influence their 
health, are affordable, and positively impact their financial 
security. Notably, they feel that benefits communications are 
becoming more effective — certainly more so than in 2012.

PERCEIVED VALUE OF BENEFITS AMONG U.S. WORKERS
Benefits Value Index (BVI) and Its Components

7.1 

7.1

7.1

7.0

7.0

7.1 

7.1

7.3 

7.0

7.2

7.0 

7.0 

6.8 

7.0 

6.9

6.9

6.8 

6.3 

Benefits Value Index (BVI) 

Benefits meet personal needs* 

Benefits program positively impacts 
personal health and wellness* 

Benefits are affordable* 

Benefits program positively impacts 
personal financial security* 

Effectiveness of benefits communication** 

2014 2013 2012 

Impact of Household Income on BVI Score

Workers who have household incomes between $25,000 and 
$49,999 do not share the same positive views about their 
benefits. They have a notably lower BVI score (6.39), even 
lower than they did last year. Perceptions about the value of 
their benefits are lower across the board. They are less likely 

than those with higher incomes to feel their benefits: meet 
their specific needs, are affordable, or improve their health or 
financial security.  

*Means based on a 10-point scale of agreement 
**Means based on a 10-point scale of effectiveness
Base: All employees
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Employees continue to report their benefits play a major role in 
how financially secure they feel; and 42% suggest they rely on 
their benefits for all or most of their financial preparedness. Not 
surprisingly, those who count on their benefits for their financial 
preparedness report higher BVI scores (7.8).

Most employers, however, seem to underestimate whether benefits 
are positively impacting employees’ overall financial security. 
Employees place greater weight on their benefits in this regard 
(65%) compared to employers (54%).

In addition, workers may be more satisfied with their jobs and 
benefits than many employers realize. Three-quarters are “happy” 
with their jobs and a majority are satisfied with their benefits 
package, including 1 in 3 who are “extremely satisfied.” Yet, fewer 
than 2 in 10 employers believe employees are extremely satisfied 
with their benefits. 

Differences By Size of Company

Small employers, with five to 49 employees, appear to have 
a strong understanding of how their employees feel about 
their benefits overall (just a 4-point gap). Interestingly, 
larger employers — especially those with 5,000 or more 
employees — dramatically underestimate employee 
satisfaction with their benefits (a 28-point gap).

EMPLOYEE ATTITUDES ABOUT BENEFITS  
AND FINANCIAL SECURITY

Do not agree 
at all (1–3) 

6%    

My benefits play a major 
role in how financially 

secure I feel

Proportion of financial 
preparedness due to workplace 

benefits and retirement plans

 7–8 
31%  4–6 

20% 

Completely 
agree (9 –10) 

42% 

Almost all/ 
Most 
42% 

Less than  
half /Almost
none 31% 

About half 
26% 

 

EMPLOYEE SATISFACTION WITH BENEFITS VS. 
EMPLOYER PERCEPTIONS OF EMPLOYEE SATISFACTION

34% 

35% 

20% 

10% 

18% 

45% 

26% 

9% 

Extremely satisfied (9-10) 

 7-8 

 4-6 

Not satisfied at all (1-3) 

Employee* Employer** 

Base: All employees

*10-point scale based on satisfaction
**10-point scale based on perceived satisfaction

THE WORKPLACE REMAINS A FOUNDATION OF FINANCIAL SECURITY FOR MANY AMERICAN HOUSEHOLDS
CHAPTER 1
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INSURANCE AND RETIREMENT PRODUCT OWNERSHIP

 

TOP SOURCES OF INSURANCE INFORMATION
Among U.S. Workers Seeking Information on Life,  

Disability, or Dental Insurance

Google search.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  50%

Insurance company website  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  49%

Newspapers/Magazines .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  45%

Human resources  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  35%

Financial advisor   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  31%

Social media   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  23%

Base: All employees

UNFORTUNATELY, MANY WORKERS 
REMAIN UNDER-INSURED AND  
UNDER-SAVED FOR RETIREMENT
Most U.S. workers have access to medical insurance 
for themselves and their families — mainly through an 
employer-sponsored plan. However, many workers do not 
own other forms of insurance, including disability and life 
insurance, or retirement savings plans if not offered through 
their employer.

• 1 in 3 have no disability insurance

• 1 in 4 have no life insurance

• 1 in 5 have no retirement savings plan 

Even when employers offer these benefits, many workers  
do not take advantage because of poor decision-making 
and/or ineffective communication and education efforts. 

To learn more about insurance and savings products, 
in general, many more workers do a Google search vs. 
speaking to someone in their HR/benefits department or a 
financial adviser (only 1 in 3 have someone they consider a 
personal financial adviser).

During the open enrollment period, most workers say they 
consult with friends or relatives (67%) or simply rely on the 
benefits material distributed by their employer (77%) when 
making benefits selections. Some seek help from HR while 
few speak with a financial professional.

17% 

30% 

55% 

51% 

71% 

86% 

5% 

24% 

8% 

25% 

9% 

7% 

Critical illness/Cancer insurance 

Accident insurance 

Disability insurance 

Life insurance 

Retirement plan (401k / 403b) 

Medical insurance 

Through workplace Outside workplace 

Percentage of U.S. Workers Who Own Products 

THE WORKPLACE REMAINS A FOUNDATION OF FINANCIAL SECURITY FOR MANY AMERICAN HOUSEHOLDS
CHAPTER 1



10

AGREEMENT THAT EMPLOYERS HAVE A RESPONSIBILITY TO  
PROVIDE BENEFITS AND ENSURE FINANCIAL PREPAREDNESS

63% 

16% 

30% 

45% 

7% 

39% 

Strongly 
agree  
(8-10) 

Agree  
(5-7) 

Disagree  
(1-4) 

Employees Employers 

A DISCONNECT ON 
“RESPONSIBILITY”?
Given how much workers rely on their benefits for financial 
security, it may not be surprising that nearly 2 in 3 believe 
employers have a responsibility to offer insurance and 
retirement benefits to employees.

Those who agree that their employers have a responsibility 
to offer benefits tend to work for larger companies with 
1,000 or more employees (52% vs. 42%) and earn incomes 
of $50,000 or more (75% vs. 67%). Women (79%) are also 
more likely than men (73%) to believe offering benefits is an 
employer’s responsibility.

In stark contrast, far fewer employers (16%) strongly believe 
they have a responsibility to ensure employees’ financial 
preparedness. Companies with at least 100 employees 
(46%) are more inclined to agree than smaller firms (29%).

Companies that have growing HR departments are also 
much more inclined to feel this sense of responsibility for 
their employees (5.9 vs. 4.9 among companies whose HR 
departments are staying the same size).

Base: All employees; All employers

THE WORKPLACE REMAINS A FOUNDATION OF FINANCIAL SECURITY FOR MANY AMERICAN HOUSEHOLDS
CHAPTER 1
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INCREASED COMMUNICATION 
AND TRANSPARENCY IMPROVES 
PERCEIVED VALUE OF BENEFITS 
Workers who receive more help and communications from 
their employers appear to value their benefits more. 

Those who prefer a “Do-It-For-Me” or delegation approach 
to financial decisions tend to seek out more advice 
compared to employees who take a “Do-It-Yourself” 
approach. They are more likely to say they take advantage 
of all or most of their company’s benefits learning 
opportunities (41% vs. 32%), and feel in-person, one-on-one 
(59% vs. 49%) and group benefits meetings are important 
(57% vs. 46%). As a result, they have notably higher BVI 
scores than those who try to make decisions on their own.

Do-It-For-Me employees are also much more likely to be 
working with a financial advisor (55% compared to 31% of 
all employees). Those working with an advisor have much 
higher BVI scores, as well.

U.S. WORKERS’ APPROACH TO FINANCIAL DECISION-MAKING

26% 35% 39% 

Do-it-for-me Do-it-yourself 

PERCEIVED VALUE OF BENEFITS (BVI SCORES)
By Level of Professional Advice Preferred and Received

7.7 

6.8 

7.6 

6.9 

7.7 

6.2 

Prefers a Do-It-For-Me approach 

Prefers a Do-It-Yourself approach 

Works with a financial advisor 

No financial advisor 

Total compensation provided 

No total compensation statement 

Impact of a Total Compensation Statement

Notably, workers who receive a total compensation 
statement from their employer place a greater value on 
their benefits and are more likely to feel their company’s 
benefits communications are effective.

10-point scale represents preferred method for making financial decisions — 1 = “DO IT FOR ME” and 10 = “DO IT MYSELF.” “Do-it-
for-Me” is 1-3 on 10 scale, “Do-it-Yourself” is 8-10 and middle category is 4-7.
Base: All employers

THE WORKPLACE REMAINS A FOUNDATION OF FINANCIAL SECURITY FOR MANY AMERICAN HOUSEHOLDS
CHAPTER 1
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Just one-third of employers (33%) report providing their 
employees with a total compensation statement, though 
companies with 100 or more employees are more likely 
to do this (44%). These employers report greater success 
increasing employee satisfaction, helping employees make 
better decisions, and improving the financial security of 
employees and their families.

Moreover, the impact total compensation statements 
can have on workers’ perceived value of benefits can be 
substantial. Nearly 3 in 4 employees who receive a total 
compensation statement say that seeing information 
about the monetary worth of their benefits caused them 
to place greater value on those benefits.

Employees who receive total compensation statements 
are more likely to rate their company’s communications 
“effective” and they feel more confident in their own 
benefits decisions.

Those receiving a total compensation statement are 
also more likely to feel their benefits positively impact 
their financial security. They have greater overall job 
satisfaction, and are more likely to stay with their 
employer for at least a year.

EMPLOYER SUCCESS IN ACHIEVING BENEFITS OBJECTIVES
By Those Offering vs. Not Offering Total Compensation Statements

70% 

68% 

68% 

46% 

45% 

47% 

Improving the financial security of
employees and their families

Helping employees make better benefits
decisions

Increasing employee satisfaction with the
value of their overall benefits package

Offers total compensation Does not offer total compensation 

EMPLOYEE ATTITUDES TOWARD BENEFITS
By Those Receiving vs. Not Receiving Total Compensation Statements

87% 

80% 

79% 

75% 

65% 

45% 

63% 

53% 

Confident in most recent
benefits selections

Feel company’s benefits
communications are effective

Satisfied with current job

Agree benefits positively impact
personal financial security

Receives total compensation Does not receive total compensation 

% rating each item a 7-10 on a 10-point scale based on level of success
Base: All employers

% rating each item a 7-10 on a 10-point scale
Base: All employers

THE WORKPLACE REMAINS A FOUNDATION OF FINANCIAL SECURITY FOR MANY AMERICAN HOUSEHOLDS
CHAPTER 1
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IMPLICATIONS
Even in this tumultuous benefits environment, U.S. workers value their benefits and rely on them for their financial security just as much as 
they did last year. Yet, a sizeable share of lower-income earners place lower value on their benefits compared to other workers and are less 
likely to see how their benefits contribute to their overall compensation and financial security. 

One possible way to improve perceived value is through the use of total compensation statements. Research by the Society for Human 
Resource Management (SHRM) has similarly found that “communicating the value of employee benefits effectively could make a real 
difference to the bottom line. The use of total compensation statements, benefits workshops, employee meetings and self-service benefits 
technologies can help enhance employees’ understanding of the value of the benefits offered by the organization.”2

Despite their dependence on the workplace for many of their financial products and services, workers remain under-insured and under-
saved for retirement, with sizeable percentages not owning life insurance, disability insurance, or having a retirement plan. Providing more 
personalized, easy-to-access professional guidance and decision-support tools to those employees may help them take advantage of 
insurance and retirement benefits made available at their workplace. 

Employees and employers have different perceptions about the role of insurance and retirement benefits and their impact on employees’ 
satisfaction and financial security. This disconnect underscores the importance of discussing what role benefits play in employees’ lives and 
how employees, employers, and benefits providers can rethink their roles and responsibilities in helping all stakeholders achieve their goals in 
a mutually beneficial way.

THE WORKPLACE REMAINS A FOUNDATION OF FINANCIAL SECURITY FOR MANY AMERICAN HOUSEHOLDS
CHAPTER 1
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2
EMPLOYERS ARE RETHINKING THEIR STRATEGIES AMIDST AN 
INCREASINGLY COMPLEX BENEFITS ENVIRONMENT

While an increasing share of employers emphasize the need for cost control, there also 
appears to be growing focus on increasing employees’ financial security and satisfaction 
with their benefits. Depending on their overall benefits philosophies, which fall on a 
spectrum of cost-focused versus employee-focused approaches, employers may take 
advantage of new opportunities for benefits communication, funding, and administration.

CHAPTER
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TOP EMPLOYER BENEFITS OBJECTIVES
2014 vs. 2013

EMPLOYERS STRIVE TO BALANCE 
COST WHILE MEETING EMPLOYEE 
NEEDS
As the benefits landscape becomes increasingly complex, 
employers are placing an even greater emphasis on 
controlling benefits costs. This goal appears even more 
imperative than it was just last year, with 9 in 10 employers 
rating it highly important. Nearly as many employers 
emphasize the importance of reducing costs associated 
with benefits administration as a means of improving their 
bottom line.

Yet, the importance of increasing employees’ satisfaction 
with their benefits is also on the rise; employers place 
greater emphasis on this goal than they did last year. 
Specifically, several goals related to the employee 
experience are more important in 2014, including: keeping 
benefits affordable for employees; improving employee 
health and wellness; and the financial security of employees 
and their families.

Employers are also demonstrating a renewed focus on 
helping employees make better benefits decisions; the 
importance of this objective also is up significantly from 
last year. For employers also striving to increase employee 
appreciation and satisfaction with their benefits, delivering 
more effective education and decision-support tools likely 
will be of higher priority in the coming years.

8.8 

8.5 

8.1 

7.9 

7.9 

7.8 

7.7 

7.7 

7.5 

7.5 

8.5 

8.3 

7.9 

7.5 

7.6 

7.3 

7.5 

7.0 

7.2 

Controlling benefits-related costs

Providing employees with benefits that are
affordable

Reducing the cost of benefits administration

Increasing employee satisfaction with the
value of their overall benefits package

Improving the health and wellness of the
workforce

Offering a benefits package in order to retain
employees

Improving the financial security of
employees and their families

Offering benefits that address employees
personal needs

Offering a benefits package in order to
attract the employees we seek

Helping employees make better benefits
decisions

2014 2013 

Not asked in 2013 

% rating each item a 7-10 on a 10-point scale based on importance
Base: All employers

EMPLOYERS ARE RETHINKING THEIR STRATEGIES AMIDST AN INCREASINGLY COMPLEX BENEFITS ENVIRONMENT
CHAPTER 2
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TOP EMPLOYER BENEFITS STRATEGIES 
2014 vs. 2013

Employers take different approaches to achieving 
their benefits objectives. A range of strategies may be 
appropriate depending on an employer’s desired balance 
between cost control and providing benefits that will meet 
the financial needs of their employees.

Compared to last year, fewer employers are relying simply 
on cost-shifting — or increasing the amount employees 
have to pay for their benefits. While employers are less 
likely this year to indicate that cost-shifting is a major 
benefits strategy, fewer also say they plan to replace 
company-paid benefits with voluntary products. Rather, 
they may add voluntary benefits to enhance their benefits 
package and offer more services, but not in place of 
existing employer-funded or contributory plans.

Many employers are, however, rethinking their plan designs 
and are considering consolidating the number of carriers 
they use for insurance benefits. 

In general, employer strategies vary by size, with larger 
firms more likely to utilize a wider array of strategies to 
balance their primary goals of cost control and employee 
attraction/retention.

6.8 

6.0 

6.0 

5.9 

5.8 

5.7 

5.7 

5.5 

5.4 

7.1 

6.2 

6.2 

6.1 

5.8 

6.2 

5.7 

5.8 

5.6 

Making plan design changes to control
benefits costs

Using fewer carriers/consolidating carriers
to reduce costs or improve efficiencies

Implementing consumer-driven health plans

Expanding use of wellness programs

Increasing employee benefits education
and/or financial advice

Cost-sharing—asking employees to bear a
greater portion of the costs of benefits

Providing accommodations to assist
employees in returning to work

Replacing employer-paid benefits with
voluntary benefits

Expanding use of benefits technology

2014 2013 

Means based on a 10-point scale of importance
Base: All employers 

EMPLOYERS ARE RETHINKING THEIR STRATEGIES AMIDST AN INCREASINGLY COMPLEX BENEFITS ENVIRONMENT
CHAPTER 2
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IMPORTANCE OF COMPANY BENEFITS STRATEGIES
By Size of Employer

79% 

62% 

61% 

61% 

59% 

48% 

47% 

43% 

62% 

40% 

38% 

19% 

33% 

36% 

30% 

29% 

Making plan design changes in order to 
control benefits costs 

Increasing employee benefits education 
and/or financial advice 

Expanding use of benefits web technology  

Self-insuring more of your benefits 

Tailoring communication and enrollment for 
the various employee segments 

Coordinating/integrating parts of your 
medical, pharmacy, disability, and worker's 

compensation plans 

Increasing the use of third-party benefits 
adminstrators (outsourcing benefits 

adminstration) 

Using purchasing groups and/or benefits 
auctions in an effort to control benefits costs 

1,000+ employees Less than 1,000 employees 

Larger companies — with 1,000 or more employees — tend 
to offer a broader and richer menu of benefits and are 
especially focused on strategies to control costs. They seem 
more willing to consider plan changes and new models 
for funding and delivering benefits, like self-insuring more 
benefits or using purchasing groups or benefits auctions. 

Outsourcing of benefits administration also is a more 
important strategy for larger employers, especially as they 
seek to expand their use of benefits technology and seek 
expense reduction by further integrating parts of their 
medical, pharmacy, disability, and worker’s compensation 
programs. 

At the same time, larger employers are more likely to 
feel they have a “responsibility” to ensure the financial 
preparedness of their workers. They are looking for ways 
to improve employees’ experiences by increasing access 
to benefits education and financial advice, and by tailoring 
communication and enrollment for various segments of 
their employee population. 

% rating each item a 7-10 on a 10-point scale based on importance
Base: All employers

EMPLOYERS ARE RETHINKING THEIR STRATEGIES AMIDST AN INCREASINGLY COMPLEX BENEFITS ENVIRONMENT
CHAPTER 2
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EMPLOYERS’ OVERALL BENEFITS 
PHILOSOPHY MATTERS
A company’s high-priority benefits goals and the strategies to achieve 
them are often influenced most by their overall company culture and 
philosophy toward benefits. Identifying or predicting a firm’s stance on 
employee benefits can be difficult based purely on “firmographic” data, 
such as revenue, number of employees, industry, or geography. 

For about 1 in 3 U.S. employers, their benefits philosophy 
predominantly centers around aligning costs to budget; nearly 1 in 
4 place the greatest emphasis on improving employee satisfaction. 
The remaining 4 in 10 strive to balance cost control and employee 
satisfaction, rating their approach somewhere in between the two 
ends of the benefits philosophy spectrum.

Just over one-third of large and small employers describe 
their philosophy as “cost-focused.” Smaller firms with five 
to 99 employees (40%) are the most apt to be “Balancers,” 
while those with 100 or more employees lean toward a 
more “employee-focused” philosophy (32%).
Few major differences exist in philosophy by company 
industry, though retail firms are the least likely to be 
employee-focused (12%).

EMPLOYER BENEFITS PHILOSOPHY CONTINUUM

36% 40% 24% 

Closely aligning costs with  
the benefits budget (7–10) 

Increasing employee satisfaction 
with the benefits package (1–4) 

Cost-focused employers Balancers 
Employee-focused 

employers 

10-point scale based on company’s current philosophy toward employee benefits
Base: All employers

EMPLOYERS ARE RETHINKING THEIR STRATEGIES AMIDST AN INCREASINGLY COMPLEX BENEFITS ENVIRONMENT
CHAPTER 2
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Regardless of their culture or philosophy, all employers in 
today’s environment have to think about reining in expenses 
associated with providing benefits. Cost-focused employers 
and Balancers rate cost control as their most important 
benefits goal. However, cost-focused firms place even greater 
weight on this goal and, by comparison, other goals are 
clearly much lower priorities. Unlike other firms, cost-focused 
employers are more apt to consider plan cost-shifting and 
plan design changes among their top three strategies.

Balancers focus more on outcomes. They believe benefits 
should improve the financial security of employees and their 
families; whereas, cost-focused employers are less likely 
to feel they have a responsibility to ensure the financial 
preparedness of their workers. Balancers are especially likely 
to use employee education and wellness programs to meet 
their benefits objectives.

For employee-focused companies, retaining workers 
and keeping workers happy tend to be somewhat higher 
priorities. Unlike other firms, they place greater importance 
on increasing employee satisfaction with their benefits and 
offering benefits that retain employees. Furthermore, they 
rate improving employees’ financial security as being more 
highly important and they emphasize the need to keep 
benefits affordable (and are least inclined to increase cost-
sharing). Employee-focused companies are the most likely 
to emphasize strategies that will increase employee benefits 
education and expand wellness/work-life balance initiatives.

TOP EMPLOYER BENEFITS OBJECTIVES
By Philosophy Type

9.0

8.3

7.3 

7.4

7.4 

8.7

8.4

7.9

7.9

7.8

8.6

8.9

8.2

8.4

8.6 

Controlling benefits-related costs 

Providing employees with benefits that are 
affordable 

Improving the financial security of employees 
and their families 

Offering a benefits package in order to retain 
employees 

Increasing employee satisfaction with the 
value of their overall benefits package 

Cost-focused Balancers Employee-focused 

TOP EMPLOYER BENEFITS STRATEGIES
By Philosophy Type

7.0

5.8 

5.0 

5.4

6.6 

5.8

6.0

5.9

6.9

5.2

6.7

6.5

Making plan design changes in order 
 to control benefits costs 

Cost-sharing—asking employees to bear a 
greater portion of the costs of benefits 

Increasing employee benefits education 
and/or financial advice 

Expanding the use of wellness, preventive 
and work-life balance initiatives 

Cost-focused Balancers Employee-focused 

Means based on a 10-point scale of importance 
Base: All employers
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IMPLICATIONS
Though managing costs in today’s benefits landscape is critically important, employers recognize that offering benefits is not all about 
extremes — controlling costs versus making employees happy. Based on company culture and philosophy, employers are rethinking their 
responsibility to offer the benefits that employees count on for their financial security. Benefits plan sponsors are reassessing their role 
in providing the education and communication that employees need to make better benefits and financial decisions, and evaluating how 
outside partners (e.g., brokers and consultants, insurance carriers, third-party administrators) can help them in achieving these goals.
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3
THE ACA IS CAUSING EMPLOYERS TO CONSIDER NEW 
APPROACHES TO BENEFITS FUNDING AND ADMINISTRATION

Employers are expecting sizable cost increases and seem uncertain about how to manage 
ACA administrative and compliance requirements. Some misperceptions remain, and 
small employers in particular do not feel well-prepared. 

Some plan sponsors are considering alternatives to how they fund and deliver their group 
insurance benefits, which may include using health care exchanges or self-insuring their 
medical plans, while others are just beginning to rethink their options. Brokers, carriers, 
and benefits administrators are needed to play a strategic role in helping employers 
navigate the ACA and identify the best options for their clients.

CHAPTER
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PREPARATIONS AND 
EXPECTATIONS FOR THE ACA 
DIFFER BY COMPANY SIZE, BUT 
EMPLOYERS FOCUS ON THE 
SAME GOALS
Employers continue to cite preparing for a post-health 
care reform era as a highly important benefits objective, 
but only 4 in 10 feel prepared. Many believe health care 
reform will mean an increase in their health insurance 
costs and the costs employees will have to pay. Yet, 
the share of employers who feel prepared for the ACA 
remains unchanged from last year. 

Among firms with at least 100 benefits-eligible 
employees, nearly 6 in 10 feel they are well-prepared 
for the ACA compared to just 4 in 10 among smaller 
companies. Not only are smaller employers less likely 
to feel prepared, but they are also more likely to predict 
that the ACA will greatly increase their health insurance 
costs.

Attitudes Toward the ACA by Employer Size, Industry, and Benefits 

Philosophy

Employers with at least 100 benefits-eligible workers also place greater 
importance on ACA preparation (77%) and are more likely to believe reform will 
increase the costs employees have to pay (78%), compared to smaller firms with 
fewer than 100 employees (60% and 66%, respectively).
Employers in the retail industry (75%) place greater importance on preparing for 
the post-health care reform era than those in professional/financial/IT (60%) 
and healthcare/social services (59%). Notably, professional/financial/IT firms 
(53%) are also more likely than others, especially those in healthcare/social 

services (39%), manufacturing or wholesale trade (36%), to feel they’ve already 
successfully prepared for the ACA.

Employee-focused companies (49%) are more likely 
than cost-focused employers (34%) to feel they have 
successfully prepared for the ACA. Cost-focused 
employers (71%) are more likely than those who are 
employee-focused (56%) to believe reform will lead to 
increased health insurance costs. 

EMPLOYER PREPARATION AND EXPECTATIONS FOR THE ACA

61% 

40% 

78% 

66% 

Importance of preparing for the post-
health care reform era* 

Success in preparing for the post-
health care reform era** 

Reform will increase in health 
insurance costs*** 

Reform will increase costs 
employees have to pay*** 

*% rating each item a 7-10 on a 10-point scale based on importance 
**% rating each item a 7-10 on a 10-point scale based on success 
***% rating each item “increase greatly” or “increase somewhat”
Base: All employers
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The level of self-reported preparedness for the ACA tends 
to be indicative of an employer’s benefits philosophy and 
priorities. 

Firms that feel prepared for the ACA and those that are 
expecting substantial cost increases from the ACA remain 
focused on keeping benefits affordable for employees. In 
addition, those that feel prepared for the ACA are more 
likely to say that increased cost-sharing is an important part 
of their benefits strategy. Yet, they also report achieving 
greater success in keeping benefits affordable for employees 
and controlling their costs compared to those that feel less 
prepared for the ACA.

Even with their attention focused on ACA compliance and 
administration, or perhaps because of it, those employers that 
feel well-prepared are looking to further improve workforce 
health and wellness, and report having some success. They 
also believe they’ve had success in increasing employees’ 
access to benefits education and financial advice and in 
helping employees make better benefits decisions.

SUCCESS AGAINST BENEFITS OBJECTIVES 
By Self-Reported Level of ACA Preparedness 

85% 

81% 

79% 

77% 

36% 

40% 

33% 

28% 

Providing employees with benefits 
that are affordable 

Controlling benefits-related costs 

Helping employees make better 
benefits decisions 

Improving health and wellness for 
employees 

Prepared for the ACA Not prepared for the ACA 

Differences by ACA Preparedness

Companies that feel they are prepared for the ACA are 
more likely to offer a Health Savings Account to their 
employees (38%) and have a wellness program (37%), 
compared to employers who are not as prepared for 
the ACA (28% and 16%, respectively).

% rating each item 7-10 on a 10-point scale, based on level success
Base: All employers
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IMPACT OF THE ACA ON ADMINSTRATION AND ANCILLARY BENEFITS
By Expected ACA Impact on Medical Costs

69% 

67% 

56% 

34% 

79% 

79% 

70% 

41% 

36% 

32% 

10% 

8% 

The amount of regulation your 
business will have to comply with 

The amount of administrative time and 
cost required for your employee 

benefits program

Your non-medical benefit costs 

The outsourcing of your employee 
benefits programs 

Total Expect the ACA to increase costs Do not expect the ACA to increase costs 

EMPLOYERS PREDICT CHALLENGES 
WITH INCREASED REGULATION AND 
ADMINISTRATIVE BURDEN 
Nearly 70% of employers expect that the ACA will cause at 
least some increase in the amount of regulation affecting 
their business, as well as the amount of administrative time 
and cost required for their employee benefits programs.

In response to the anticipated impact of health care reform, 
some companies plan to outsource more aspects of their 
benefits programs. Those most likely to increase their level 
of outsourcing also say they are not yet well-prepared for the 
ACA, in terms of understanding compliance and administrative 
implications. And among employers that expect the ACA 
will lead to higher health insurance costs, more than 4 in 10 
foresee needing help from outside vendors. 

More than half of all employers believe that the cost of their 
non-medical benefits also will increase as a direct result of the ACA. 
Those that predict increases in their medical plan costs are more 
likely to feel these increases will impact other benefits, as well.

Differences by Size, Industry, and Benefits Philosophy

% rating each item “increase greatly” or “increase somewhat” 
Base: All employers

Companies with at least 100 employees are more likely than smaller 
companies to expect increases in the amount of regulation their business 
will have to comply with (81% vs. 68%), the amount of administrative time 
and cost required for their employee benefits programs (78% vs. 67%), 
and non-medical benefits costs (64% vs. 56%).
Retail companies are more likely than those in any other industry to 
expect increases in regulation and administrative time and cost (82% 

each). They are especially likely to anticipate increases to non-medical 
benefits costs (72%).
Cost-focused employers are more likely to expect the ACA will cause at 
least some increase in the amount of regulation (76%) and the amount 
of administrative time and cost required for their employee benefits 
programs (74%), compared to those that are focused on employee 
satisfaction (62% and 61%, respectively). 
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UNDERSTANDING OF THE ACA 
AND EXCHANGES STILL LAGS AS 
EMPLOYERS TURN TO BROKERS 
FOR HELP 
In the Guardian 2014 Workplace Benefits Study, more 
than half of employers had little or no knowledge of the 
ACA essential health benefits provisions. This and other 
misperceptions about the ACA persist into 2015, even as many 
employers seek to be compliant and try to implement reforms. 

For example, most employers in the small group market were 
required to start offering pediatric dental coverage in 2014. Yet, 
this year’s survey finds that more than 4 in 10 small employers 
(44%) do not plan to offer this essential health benefit in 2015. 
This may reflect a lack of knowledge, as many medical plans 
started including the coverage automatically — and possibly 
without the employer being aware. Other companies simply  
do not know or fully understand the requirement. 

Two in five small employers say they will offer pediatric  
dental through a dental carrier in 2015 — more than twice  
as many as those that expect to provide the coverage 
through their medical carrier (15%).

Plans for Offering Pediatric Dental by Employer Size and Level of Benefits Administration Outsourcing

HOW EMPLOYERS PLANNED TO OFFER PEDIATRIC DENTAL IN 2015

15% 

40% 

2% 

44% 

12% 

69% 

2% 

17% 

Medical carrier 

Dental carrier 

Other carrier 

Will not offer 

<100 employees 100+ employees 

Base: All employers

Companies with at least 100 employees (69%) are more likely than 
smaller employers (40%) to say that they plan to offer pediatric  
dental through a dental carrier.

Employers that outsource some or all of their benefits administration 
or enrollment functions are more likely than those doing little or no 
outsourcing to: say they will offer a pediatric dental benefit  
(65% vs. 52%); and offer it through a dental carrier (47% vs. 35%). 
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Some employers appear to already have formed strong 
opinions about the use of health care exchanges, while 
others are taking a more cautious approach. And it is 
reasonable that companies may be wary given public 
discourse and conflicting messages about the value of and 
growth expectations for exchanges.

Our study finds that 6 in 10 employers currently using an 
exchange for their medical or dental coverage say their 
experience has been very or somewhat positive, thus far.

Smaller firms with fewer than 100 employees (32%) are 
more likely than large companies with at least 1,000 
employees (7%) to report very positive experiences on the 
exchange. 

In general, companies that have migrated their medical 
and/or dental benefits to an exchange tend to have 
more positive attitudes toward them. For instance, those 
currently using an exchange are less likely to believe that 
the ACA will negatively impact their health costs or the 
amount of time required for benefits plan compliance and 
administration.

EMPLOYERS’ HEALTH CARE EXCHANGE EXPERIENCE 

Very 
positive 

32% 

Neither 
positive 

nor 
negative 

23% 

Negative 
16% 

Somewhat 
positive 

29% 

Employer ACA Experience by Industry

Companies in the manufacturing or wholesale trade 
industries (97%) are more likely than others to report 
at least somewhat positive experiences with exchanges, 
compared to those in healthcare/social services (26%) 
and retail trade (41%). 

Base: Employers that have purchased through a health care exchange
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Facing a myriad of new and nuanced reforms and 
regulations, 6 in 10 employers say they need help 
managing the ACA. Brokers are well-positioned to help 
educate their clients and assist them in preparing for 
the new policies and potential challenges. A majority of 
employers already engage a broker, and nearly 8 in 10 
trust that their broker is highly knowledgeable about 
health care reform provisions. 

A recent employer survey sponsored by the National 
Business Coalition on Health (NBCH) found that close to 
three-quarters of employers report that the ACA will have 
a significant impact on their benefits communication 
strategy in the coming year.3 

Brokers and other external experts already provide 
important support to employer communication efforts 
aimed at educating workers about their benefits — 1 
in 4 employers say their broker already takes the lead 
in presenting at benefits meetings. Yet, employers say 
that even greater support is needed — especially in 
educating employees about the impact of the ACA on 
their company benefits program. U.S. workers rate health 
care reform and health insurance changes among the 
top subjects they want to learn more about from their 
employers.

EMPLOYER PERCEPTIONS ABOUT BROKER KNOWLEDGE OF THE ACA 

Not at all 

2% 

Don’t have
one 
7% 

Somewhat 
knowledgeable 

29% 

Very 
knowledgeable 

49% 

A little 
knowledgeable 

knowledgeable 

8% 

Base: Employers involved in making decisions related to the ACA 
Question asked in 2014 WBS
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EMPLOYER PLANS FOR MOVING TO AN EXCHANGE

Will offer plans 
from the state/

federal 
exchanges 

46% 

Will offer plans 
from a private 

exchange 
54% 

Base: Employers planning to offer medical insurance in 2015 and planning to move to an exchange

INDUSTRY EXPERTS, BROKERS, 
AND EMPLOYERS ARE REVISITING 
NEW-AGAIN OPTIONS FOR BENEFITS 
FUNDING AND DELIVERY
One in six employers that plan to offer medical benefits in 
2015 are already using an exchange and another 4% say 
they are likely to use one in the coming year. Employers that 
are considering switching to an exchange are somewhat 
more likely to move to a private exchange rather than a 
public one (federally or state-run). 

One option for employers considering the use of a 
private exchange for their medical plan includes a defined 
contribution model for funding their benefits. According to 
the Employee Benefits Research Institute (EBRI), “Employer 
issues addressed with an exchange/fixed contribution 
approach include: cost certainty, total compensation 
transparency…the potential for reduced administrative 
costs, and higher employee satisfaction.”4 

Employer Plans for Moving To an Exchange by 
Industry

Notably, employers in the healthcare/social services 
industries (4%) are the least likely to purchase medical 
insurance through an exchange, compared to those in 
retail trade (21%), professional/financial/IT (15%), and 
manufacturing or wholesale trade (16%).
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Self-insuring medical plans are a less common funding option 
for smaller firms but they are receiving increased attention due 
to the ACA. In 2015, only 7% of all employers surveyed report 
having a self-insured medical plan, but another 10% are giving 
this option some consideration. Large companies are more likely 
to be self-insured or considering such a plan for the future, and 
“small employers concerned about the rising cost of providing 
health coverage may view self-insurance as a more attractive 
means to mitigate any expected cost increases” as a result of the 
ACA, according to EBRI.5 

Indeed, companies that believe they are well-prepared for 
the ACA are more likely to be considering self-insurance. They 
identify health care reform as the primary reason for considering 
a self-insured plan and they identify cost-control and less 
administration as major advantages. 

Many employers that are considering a self-insured medical plan 
may pair it with stop loss insurance. Among companies with a 
self-insured plan, about a quarter say they also carry stop loss 
insurance and another 4% say they are likely to add it. Those 
considering self-insurance are even more inclined to combine it 
with stop loss, with more than half expecting to add it.

CONSIDERING SELF-INSURANCE FOR MEDICAL COVERAGE IN THE NEXT  
TWO TO THREE YEARS

10% 

10% 

62% 

18% 

At least somewhat likely 

A little likely 

Not at all likely 

Don't know 

Base: Employers that currently offer medical insurance and are not self-insured

Employer Plans for Self-Insurance/Stop Loss by Size and Industry
More than 40% of companies with at least 5,000 workers indicate that 
they have a self-insured medical plan (vs. 5% of those with five to 49 
employees). 
Firms with at least 100 employees (59%) also are more likely than smaller 
companies (15%) to currently carry stop loss insurance.

Manufacturing or wholesale trade companies (17%) are more likely to 
have a self-insured medical plan, compared to those in healthcare/social 

services, professional/financial/IT (4% each) and retail (1%). 
Employers in the healthcare/social services industries (80%) are more likely 
than those in retail trade (6%), manufacturing or wholesale trade (10%) and 
other industries (23%) to currently carry stop loss insurance.
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IMPLICATIONS
As employers strive to manage their benefits-related expenses and keep health benefits affordable for their employees, the challenges of 
preparing for and adapting to the ACA persists — especially for small companies that feel less prepared and expect their cost and compliance 
burden to worsen. Employers expecting substantial cost increases are more likely to say their use of benefits administration outsourcing will 
also grow. 

Carriers and brokers can help employers understand the ACA essential health benefits (including pediatric dental) and the options that are 
best for their workforce, such as separate medical and dental plans, as well as the impact on other non-medical benefits. Carriers can help 
companies implement wellness programs and make plan design changes to mitigate the rising cost of health insurance. Brokers can advise 
on new funding and delivery methods, such as the emergence of private exchanges, and whether self-insuring with stop loss insurance 
makes sense. Most of all, vendors can help educate — both the employer and the employee — on what this all means to them and what their 
options are in a post-health care reform era.
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4
ADVANCEMENTS IN OUTSOURCED EXPERTISE AND 
TECHNOLOGY ARE RESHAPING THE BENEFITS LANDSCAPE

An expanding range of options is available for plan sponsors looking to outsource 
various aspects of their benefits administration in order to improve efficiency. But 
cost control isn’t the only objective of employers increasingly outsourcing efforts. 
Many are seeking outside expertise and technology to improve their enrollment 
efforts, remain compliant with legal and regulatory requirements, more effectively 
integrate benefits and manage absences, and offer a broader menu of services for 
their employees.
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EMPLOYERS’ NEED FOR 
OUTSOURCED EXPERTISE AND 
CAPABILITIES IS GROWING
As employers attempt to keep up with the changing 
requirements of the ACA, Americans with Disabilities Act/
Americans with Disabilities Act Amendments (ADA/ADAA), 
and Family Medical Leave Act (FMLA), many are seeking 
outside expertise to ease administrative costs and remain 
compliant. In fact, nearly half of benefits administrators 
surveyed indicate that they spent most of their time in the 
past year working to maintain compliance and lower costs.6

In addition to controlling their overall benefits costs, 8 in 10 
employers say reducing the cost of benefits administration 
is a highly important goal for their company. Consistent with 
last year, this remains one of employers’ top benefits-related 
goals yet only about half feel they’ve been successful to date.

REDUCING THE COSTS OF BENEFITS ADMINISTRATION

79% 

54% 

Importance of reducing benefits 
administration costs* 

Success in reducing benefits 
administration costs** 

Differences by Size and Industry

Companies with at least 1,000 employees place a greater 
emphasis on lowering benefits administration costs (87%) 
and report having achieved greater success in this area 
(73%), compared to smaller employers with fewer than 100 
employees (79% and 53%, respectively).
Firms in the retail trade industry (8.5) are more likely than 
those in professional/financial/IT (7.8) to feel reducing 
benefits administration costs is important, but they report 
equal levels of success.

*% rated 7-10 on a 10-point scale based on importance 
**% rated 7-10 on a 10-point scale based on success
Base: All employers
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Employers’ benefits strategies increasingly include the use 
of outsourced expertise for administration and compliance, 
and more is expected as the impact of the ACA further 
unfolds. Three in 10 employers, including nearly half 
of companies with at least 1,000 employees, say their 
company aims to increase its use of third-party benefits 
administrators in the next 18 months.  

Many firms also are focused on consolidating the number 
of carriers they use, expanding their use of benefits 
technology, and coordinating and integrating more of their 
benefits to improve efficiency and lower costs.

Companies that have experienced downsizing in their HR 
or benefits departments place even greater importance on 
several outsourcing-related strategies. For example, those that 
have seen a decrease in the size of their department place 
above-average importance on using fewer carriers (69%). 

IMPORTANCE OF OUTSOURCING-RELATED STRATEGIES
By Size of Company

49% 

38% 

36% 

30% 

58% 

61% 

48% 

47% 

Using fewer carriers and/or 
consolidating carriers to reduce costs 

and/or improve efficiencies 

Expanding use of benefits web 
technology 

Coordinating/Integrating parts of your 
medical, pharmacy, disability, and 

worker’s compensation plans 

Increasing the use of third-party 
benefits administrators (outsourcing 

benefits administration) 

<1,000 employees 1,000+ employees 

Differences by Industry

Employers in the professional/financial/IT industries 
(35%) are more likely than those in healthcare/social 

services (20%) to place greater importance on outsourcing 
strategies.
Firms in administrative/education/real estate or other 
professional services are more likely to feel that using 
fewer carriers, expanding technology, and integrating 
benefits are important strategies, compared to most other 
companies.

Rated 7-10 on a 10-point scale based on importance
Base: All employers
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EMPLOYER USE OF BENEFITS OUTSOURCING

 2014 2013
% of employers using multiple vendors:  64% 48%

Benefits Administration Outsourcing Spectrum

15% 30% 36% 16% 

NON-

OUTSOURCERS

No Outsourcing

Limited 
Outsourcing

Moderate
Outsourcing

TOTAL 

OUTSOURCERS

High Level of 
Outsourcing

MANY ARE ALREADY USING 
BROKERS AND CARRIERS 
TO SUPPORT BENEFITS 
ADMINISTRATION, ENROLLMENT, 
AND ABSENCE MANAGEMENT
As the benefits marketplace evolves, employers have a 
greater number of options for administration support. A 
majority of employers are currently outsourcing at least 
some of their benefits administration, and that appears 
to be on the rise. Nearly two-thirds of companies that 
outsource at least some of their benefits administration are 
using more than one vendor — up from 48% last year. 

Despite the recent growth, the market for benefits 
outsourcing appears to have considerable room for 
expansion. Only 16% of all employers are engaged in a 
“high level” of outsourcing (where all administration tasks 
are outsourced to a vendor), while at the other end of the 
spectrum, just 15% report doing no outsourcing. 

Insurers and brokers are increasingly taking on tasks like 
eligibility processing, beneficiary record keeping, and list billing. 

Differences by Size and Industry

Companies with fewer than 1,000 employees are more 
likely than larger companies to outsource their benefits 
administration to a single TPA (36% vs. 22%).
Nearly half (47%) of employers that outsource all of their 
administration and enrollment tend to use a single vendor 
compared to 25% of those doing just a little or no outsourcing.

TOP BENEFITS TASKS OUTSOURCED TO VENDORS

47% 

45% 

44% 

43% 

Eligibility processing 

COBRA administration 

Beneficiary record keeping 

List billing 

Index based on degree of benefits administration/enrollment activities being outsourced to a carrier, broker, or other third-party 
vendor
Base: All employers

Base: All employers
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OUTSOURCING ALLOWS 
EMPLOYERS TO OFFER BROADER 
BENEFITS PACKAGES AND KEEP 
EMPLOYEES HAPPY
Overall, 52% of employers outsource at least half of their 
benefits administration, enrollment, or absence management 
activities. This includes 16% who outsource all of these — i.e., 
“Total Outsourcers.”  Those in the manufacturing industry are 
especially likely to be Total Outsourcers.

Only 15% of employers — i.e., “Non-Outsourcers” — handle 
all of these responsibilities internally only. Companies 
with fewer than 100 employees are the most likely to be 
Non-Outsourcers, but more than half of these firms do 
outsource at least some administration functions.

Employers that outsource some or all of their administration 
tend to offer a wider range of benefits. They are more likely 
to offer core benefits like medical, dental, vision, life, short-
term disability, and long-term disability. They are also more 
likely to offer accident and critical illness insurance.

Outsourcers also are interested in providing additional 
benefits and services for employees. Total Outsourcers are 
more inclined than Non-Outsourcers to give higher priority 
to: adding employee-paid benefits, increasing participation 
in voluntary plans, and offering more value-added services, 
such as EAPs, travel, or legal programs.

INCIDENCE OF BENEFITS OFFERED
 By Total Outsourcers vs. Non-Outsourcers
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78% 

69% 

65% 

64% 

61% 

46% 

36% 

90% 

59% 

51% 

38% 

45% 

43% 

27% 

15% 

Medical 
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LTD 
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Outsource all or some Outsource little/none 

IMPORTANCE OF EMPLOYER BENEFITS STRATEGIES
 By Total Outsourcers vs. Non-Outsourcers

8.4 

7.2 

6.1 

7.7 

6.6 

4.6 

Increasing employee satisfaction with the 
value of their overall benefits package 

Increasing participation in voluntary plans 

Adding employee-paid (voluntary) plans to 
our current offering 

Total Outsourcers Non-Outsourcers 

% of employers offering each benefit

Means based on a 10-point scale of importance
Base: All employers
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Outsourcing administrative activities does not by itself 
translate into cost savings. In fact, those who do not 
outsource are more likely than others to claim that they’ve 
been extremely successful in reducing administrative costs. 

Total Outsourcers focus on more than just lowering costs. 
They place an above-average emphasis on offering a 
benefits package that attracts and retains employees and 
are more likely to say that offering competitive benefits 
within their industry is extremely important.

The return on investment for outsourcing has always 
been difficult to demonstrate, but the reasons for and 
advantages of outsourcing may not be driven entirely by 
cost savings. More so than others, outsourcers believe they 
have a responsibility to ensure the financial preparedness 
of employees and their families. Our survey indicates that 
outsourcing makes it possible for employers to offer more 
benefits and have more satisfied employees.

OUTSOURCERS’ BENEFITS OBJECTIVES

8.1 

8.4 

7.2 

7.5 

7.8 

6.7 

Offering a benefits package in order to 
attract the employees we seek 

Offering a benefits package in order to 
retain employees 

Offering significantly better or more 
generous benefits than others in our 

industry 

Total Outsourcers Average employer 

AGREEMENT THAT EMPLOYERS HAVE A RESPONSIBILITY TO ENSURE  
THE FINANCIAL PREPAREDNESS OF THEIR EMPLOYEES

5.8 

4.9 

Total Outsourcers 

Outsource some or none 
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Some employers are turning to their carriers, as well 
as brokers, to help ease the administrative burden and 
improve coordination across their benefits. More than 
half have already started using a single carrier for multiple 
benefits to help reduce costs and improve efficiencies, 
especially among companies with at least 100 employees. 

• Half of employers use a single carrier for medical and 
dental; this is more common among employers with 
fewer than 100 employees (51% vs. 37%).

• Nearly half (45%) obtain their life and disability benefits 
from a single carrier; this is more common among those 
with at least 100 employees (62% vs. 44%).

• Similarly, 44% buy dental and vision from the same 
carrier; this is less common among those with 1,000 or 
more employees (24%).

Employers that have consolidated the number of carriers 
they use tend to place greater importance on reducing 
administrative costs, and they report greater levels of 
success in this regard. Looking ahead, employers that have 
consolidated carriers say increasing the integration of 
their benefits and achieving further cost savings are highly 
important goals.

USE OF A SINGLE CARRIER FOR MULTIPLE BENEFITS PRODUCTS

Yes 
53% 

No 
41% 

Not 
Sure 
6% 

IMPORTANCE AND SUCCESS OF REDUCING ADMINISTRATIVE COSTS

83% 

59% 

74% 

48% 

Importance* 

Success** 

Has consolidated carriers Has not 

Base: All employers

*Rated 7-10 on a 10-point scale based on importance 
**Rated 7-10 on a 10-point scale based on success
Base: All employers 
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Employers are also increasingly outsourcing functions 
related to enrollment and absence management. About 
two-thirds say they are outsourcing aspects of their 
enrollment process and one-third are outsourcing disability 
and absence management (or as high as 47% among firms 
with 100 or more employees).

Experts predict a growing trend of absence management 
outsourcing, in particular. Employers emphasize the need to 
increase employee productivity, adhere to FMLA, ADA, and 
ADAA requirements, expand wellness initiatives, and provide 
more assistance for employees returning to work following 
a disability. 

As of now, only half believe their company is very effective 
in tracking and managing employee leave, including FMLA, 
disability, and other paid time off, perhaps because more than 
4 out of 5 are still tracking leave internally even when other 
vendors are involved. A 2014 Employee Benefits News article 
on the future of benefits stresses that “larger employers 
are looking for help in this area, particularly as they track 
employees with variable hours for ACA reporting purposes.”7

IMPORTANCE OF ABSENCE-RELATED OBJECTIVES

83% 

42% 

41% 

Increasing employee productivity 

Expanding the use of wellness, 
preventive and work-life balance 

initiatives 

Providing accommodations to assist 
employees in returning to work 

following a leave of absence, serious 
illness, or disability 

EFFECTIVENESS IN TRACKING AND MANAGING EMPLOYEE LEAVE

A great deal 
49% 

Somewhat 
33% 

A little 
11% 

None 
6% 

% rating 7-10 on a 10-point scale based on importance
Base: All employers

Base: All employers 

Differences by Size and Industry

Companies with 100 or more employees (62%) are 
more likely than smaller ones (48%) to say they are 
effectively tracking leaves. They are also more likely to 
report that they outsource leave tracking.
Professional/financial/IT firms (41%) are especially 
likely to outsource disability and absence management.
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BROKER INPUT HELPS TO GUIDE 
EMPLOYER DECISIONS ABOUT 
BENEFITS OUTSOURCING AND 
TECHNOLOGY SOLUTIONS
More than 7 in 10 companies use a benefits broker or 
consultant to support their group insurance programs. And 
those employers tend to offer a broader and richer array of 
benefits for their employees.   

Most employers that use a broker say they receive 
recommendations about which carriers to use and help in 
selecting the right plans for their companies. Many also use a 
broker to support and service their benefits plans. 

Companies that outsource some or all of their benefits 
administration or enrollment are more likely to say that their 
broker helps them by monitoring the servicing of their plans.

With broker involvement, employers are more likely to 
consolidate carriers, outsource benefits administration, and 
expand their use of benefits technology. 

USE BROKER TO ADVISE ON GROUP INSURANCE PLANS 

Yes 
72% 

No 
25% 

Don’t 
know 

3% 

HOW EMPLOYERS USE THEIR BROKER

89% 

88% 

82% 

To help you select a plan 

To recommend carriers who provide 
and service the plan 

To support and monitor the servicing of 
the plan 

Base: All employers

Percent “Yes” responses shown
Base: Employers who use a benefits broker or consultant to advise on group insurance plans or retirement plans
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Brokers are helping employers evaluate options for 
increasing their use of technology either through a TPA 
or carrier. Companies that are focused on expanding 
their use of benefits technology are more likely to be:

• Working with a broker

• Doing more outsourcing

• Using fewer carriers

Less than half of all employers (45%) feel their benefits 
information systems and processes are highly integrated. 

Companies with at least 100 employees (60% vs. 44%) 
are more likely to report their benefits-related systems 
are integrated, as are those with growing HR/benefits 
departments (74% vs. 55%).

Companies that feel they have effective benefits 
communications (57%), as well as those that provide 
employees with a total compensation statement 
(58%), tend to indicate that their benefits systems and 
processes are well-integrated.

EMPLOYER IMPORTANCE OF BENEFITS TECHNOLOGY
By Level of Outsourcing, Carrier Consolidation and Use of Brokers

49% 

25% 

47% 

29% 

41% 

31% 

Outsourcers 

Non-Outsourcers 

Has consolidated carriers 

Has not 

Uses broker 

Does not use broker 

INTEGRATION OF BENEFITS INFORMATION SYSTEMS AND PROCESSES

45% 24% 23% 

High integration (7-10)  Moderate integration (5-6) Limited integration (1-4) 
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IMPLICATIONS
Benefits administration is becoming increasingly complex for employers, in large part because of ACA and leave compliance, as well as 
overburdened and/or shrinking HR/benefits staffs to manage new laws/regulations. As employers seek to reduce their administrative costs, 
they are relying more on third-party vendors, including brokers, TPAs, and insurance carriers. Outsourcing is still more common among 
larger employers but small firms (fewer than 100 workers) are turning to their brokers and carriers for additional services and administrative 
support. Other non-traditional vendors, including payroll providers and enrollment/communication firms, are providing further expertise and 
technology in niche areas. 

Leveraging external expertise and capabilities can help employers in achieving their benefits goals related to reducing benefits administration 
costs, enhancing communication and enrollment, and tightening compliance. However, increased outsourcing is also allowing companies to 
deliver a wider range of benefits and services to meet the financial security needs of their employees, while improving employee productivity 
and offering a more competitive compensation package. 

ADVANCEMENTS IN OUTSOURCED EXPERTISE AND TECHNOLOGY ARE RESHAPING THE BENEFITS LANDSCAPE
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5
TAILORED BENEFITS AND COMMUNICATIONS HELP TO 
ADDRESS EMPLOYEES’ FINANCIAL NEEDS AT DIFFERENT 
WORK STAGES

Employees beginning their careers and those transitioning into retirement have 
different financial, education, and enrollment needs/preferences. Near-Retirees 
value their benefits and worry about losing them in retirement, while Early Entrants 
say they want more choice and education delivered via the workplace. 

Market trends are pointing toward further acceleration of consumerism in the 
employee benefits industry. Advances in technology and the availability of outside 
expertise suggest that plan sponsor organizations can take a refreshed look at how 
they address the distinct needs of their employees at different work stages.

CHAPTER
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EARLY ENTRANTS AND  
NEAR-RETIREES HAVE  
DIFFERENT FINANCIAL NEEDS 
AND CONCERNS
Early Entrants (those within the first five years of working) 
and Near-Retirees (those within five years of retirement) 
are at very different stages of their lives and careers. Not 
surprisingly, their personal and financial goals often vary 
widely. 

Early Entrants are focused on immediate financial needs, 
such as making ends meet, having job security, work-life 
balance and reducing debt. Most say these goals are 
under control, with more than 2 in 3 feeling they’ve had 
success in addressing these areas. 

Unlike their younger colleagues, Near-Retirees are 
concerned about their finances and health in retirement 
— specifically: maintaining adequate health insurance, 
having sufficient retirement savings that will last as long as 
necessary and living a healthy lifestyle.

EARLY ENTRANTS’ TOP PERSONAL AND FINANCIAL CONCERNS

92% 

88% 

85% 

79% 

Making ends meet 

Having job security 

Achieving a better balance between work 
and personal life demands 

Paying off / reducing household debt 

NEAR RETIREES’ TOP PERSONAL AND FINANCIAL CONCERNS

94% 

93% 

90% 

87% 

Having adequate health insurance 

Retirement savings lasts as long as 
needed 

Maintaining a healthy lifestyle 

Saving for retirement 

Profile of Early Entrants vs. Near-Retirees
Early Entrants in our survey are about 27 years old (most having started 
their careers at age 22). Near-Retirees are roughly age 61, thus they 
expect to retire at age 65 or 66.

Early Entrants are more likely to have household incomes under $50,000 
(54% vs. 15%). They are also more likely to work at smaller companies 

with less than 100 employees (40% vs. 22%).

Near-Retirees are more likely to be married (75% vs. 36%) or widowed  
(6% vs. <0.5%), while Early Entrants are more likely to recently married 
(15% vs. 1%), purchased a new home (16% vs. 6%), or had a child 
(9% vs. 0%). 

*% rating 7-10 on a 10-point scale based on importance
**% rating 7-10 on a 10-point scale based on how well employees are doing towards their goals
Base: All employees; Success rated by those who felt the goal was important
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EARLY ENTRANTS’ GAPS IN MEETING PERSONAL/ FINANCIAL NEEDS
Top Gaps — Importance vs. Success in Achieving 

   Importance* Success** GAP

Having retirement savings 
last as long as needed . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 72% 41% -31

Having a financial plan  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 70% 45% -25

Reducing stress/improving
emotional well-being  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  74% 50% -24

Maintaining a healthy lifestyle  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  74% 51% -23

Saving for retirement  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  67% 49% -23

NEAR-RETIREES’ GAPS IN MEETING PERSONAL/FINANCIAL NEEDS
Top Gaps — Importance vs. Success in Achieving

  Importance* Success** GAP

Maintaining a healthy lifestyle  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  90% 55% -35

Retirement savings last as long 
as needed  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 93% 62% -31

Reducing stress/improving 
emotional well-being  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  72% 50% -22

THE WORKPLACE OFFERS 
OPPORTUNITIES FOR EARLY 
ENTRANTS AND NEAR-RETIREES  
TO CLOSE THEIR GREATEST  
“NEEDS” GAPS
Many Early Entrants do not feel they are making sufficient 
progress in saving for retirement — even at this young  
stage in their careers. Furthermore, Early Entrants 
acknowledge the need for a financial plan, but a majority  
say they are not making good progress against that goal. 

And Early Entrants, or Millennial-generation workers, are also 
concerned about their personal health (e.g., emotional well-being 
and fitness). Yet, many feel they need to be making greater 
progress to reduce stress and maintain a healthier lifestyle.  

Healthier living is also an important gap for Near-Retirees, 
many of whom need help with nutrition, fitness, and stress 
reduction. Saving enough for retirement so that their funds  
will last as long as necessary is naturally a top concern —  
but their self-reported level of progress is alarmingly low 
given their proximity to their planned retirement age.  

To address physical and emotional well-being, employers 
can more effectively communicate their wellness programs 
and Employee Assistance Programs, with messaging that is 
relevant for these different work-stage segments. 

Financial and retirement planning services and support  
tools — with work-stage relevant messaging and services, 
delivered in various channels — would be of interest to  
Early Entrants as well as Near-Retirees.

*% rating 8-10 on a 10-point scale based on importance
**% rating 8-10 on a 10-point scale based on how well employees are doing towards their goals
Base: All employees; Success rated by those who felt the goal was important

*% rating 8-10 on a 10-point scale based on importance
**% rating 8-10 on a 10-point scale based on how well employees are doing towards their goals
Base: All employees; Success rated by those who felt the goal was important
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Employees’ interest in workplace-provided educational 
topics aligns with their financial priorities. Both worker 
segments — Early Entrants and Near-Retirees — are 
equally interested in more employer-provided meetings 
or materials on retirement savings. 

Early Entrants also express interest in topics related to 
reducing debt and improving work-life balance, as well 
as how to protect themselves from the unexpected (e.g., 
out of work due to injury or illness, premature death, 
accident). A number of Early Entrants have a desire to 
learn more about how their benefits work and how to 
enroll.

Near-Retirees hope to learn more about managing 
their money once in retirement and about health care 
reform and impending changes to their health insurance 
coverage. While there is moderate interest in help with 
estate planning and will preparation, fewer suggest that 
the workplace is the right venue for learning about long-
term care needs.

WORKERS’ INTEREST IN BENEFITS & FINANCIAL EDUCATION 
 Provided Through Employer

50% 

30% 

29% 

26% 

20% 

19% 

12% 

7% 

7% 

41% 

12% 

8% 

22% 

34% 

12% 

42% 

18% 

10% 

Saving for retirement 

Reducing debt 

Work-life balance 

How your benefits work and 
 how to sign up 

Health care reform and health 
insurance changes 

Protecting yourself and your family 
financially from the unexpected 

How to manage your money  
once you retire 

Estate planning or will preparation 

Preparing for long-term care or nursing 
home needs 

Early Entrants Near-Retirees

% rating 8-10 on a 10-point scale based on importance
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WORKERS’ SATISFACTION WITH CURRENT BENEFITS PACKAGE
By Work Stage

76% 

11% 

12% 

64% 

20% 

14% 

Extremely satisfied (7-10) 

 5-6 

Not satisfied at all (1-4) 

Near-Retirees Early Entrants 

NEAR-RETIREES HAVE 
TRADITIONALLY RELIED ON THEIR 
BENEFITS AND NOW WORRY ABOUT 
WHAT COMES NEXT
Workers nearing retirement have many more years of 
experience making decisions about and using their benefits 
compared to those still relatively new to the workforce. 
Consequently, Near-Retirees tend to place a higher value 
on their benefits and have a greater appreciation for the 
protection and peace of mind that their insurance and 
retirement benefits provide. 

The Near-Retirees have a higher BVI score (7.5) than those 
beginning their careers (6.8), and although overall job 
satisfaction is about equal, Near-Retirees tend to be more 
satisfied with their current benefits package. 

Employees approaching retirement have long counted 
on their benefits for financial security, and a sizeable 
proportion of them attribute most or all of their financial 
preparedness to the insurance and retirement benefits 
they’ve received at the workplace. 

Differences by Work Stage
Workers with an incomes of $75,000 or more (46%) — most 
of whom are Near-Retirees — are more likely than those with 
incomes below $50,000 (36%) — many of whom are Early 
Entrants — to attribute much of their financial preparedness 
to the benefits they’ve received at work. 
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FINANCIAL HARDSHIP WITHOUT WORKPLACE BENEFITS

58% 

57% 

I would face financial hardship if I did 
not have the benefits I get through 

work. 

Near-Retirees Early Entrants 

CONCERN OF LOSING BENEFITS WHEN RETIRED

72% 

66% 

46% 

Medical insurance 

Dental insurance 

Life insurance 

Perhaps because of their generally positive attitudes toward 
the value of benefits, 6 in 10 Near-Retirees agree that losing 
their benefits would cause financial hardship. 

Early Entrants share this same sentiment, despite their more 
limited experience with benefits and lower satisfaction with the 
current benefits package. 

Yet, for those within five years of their planned retirement, 
losing their benefits is a real concern. Many Near-Retirees  
view health coverage as their greatest loss, with more than  
7 in 10 at least somewhat concerned about losing their health 
insurance when they retire. Another two-thirds are concerned 
about losing their dental coverage, while roughly half are 
concerned about losing their life insurance protection.

Differences by Income, Work Stage, and Gender

Interestingly, workers with incomes of $75,000 or more (64%) are more 
likely than those earning less than $50,000 (59%) to agree that they would 
face financial hardship if they did not have the benefits they receive 
through work. 
Near-Retirees with incomes lower than $50,000 are much more likely to 
be concerned about losing medical insurance (87%) and life insurance 

(70%) when they retire, compared to those with higher incomes. 
Women (66%) are more likely than men (60%) to fear financial hardship 
without their benefits. They are also more likely to be concerned about 
not having medical (84% vs. 76%), dental (81% vs. 64%), and life insurance 
(66% vs. 56%) once they retire.

% rating 7-10 on a 10-point scale based on agreement with the statement

% rating “very/somewhat concerned” about losing benefits in retirement
Base: Near-Retirees over age 45 who have these benefits
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PERCEIVED GENEROSITY OF BENEFITS PACKAGE COMPARED  
TO OTHER EMPLOYERS

12% 

38% 

34% 

10% 

7% 

16% 

32% 

30% 

15% 

6% 

Much more generous 

Somewhat more generous 

About the same 

Somewhat less generous 

Much less generous 

Early Entrants Near-Retirees

EARLY ENTRANTS WANT ACCESS 
TO MORE FINANCIAL SERVICES 
THROUGH THE WORKPLACE
Many Early Entrants believe that the benefits they receive from 
their employer are more generous compared to those offered 
by other companies. Yet, Early Entrants are often uninsured 
and not saving for retirement. 

Early Entrants are much less likely than Near-Retirees to have 
disability insurance (54% vs. 67%) or life insurance (61% vs. 
85%). Fewer Early Entrants have a 401(k) (66% vs. 88% of Near-
Retirees), and only 3 in 10 say they have a pension plan.

While Early Entrants may be less satisfied with their benefits 
compared to Near Retirees and may seem to take their 
benefits for granted, they are optimistic about their future 
benefits. More so than Near-Retirees, Millennials recently 
entering the workforce expect their benefits to be even more 
generous over the next two years.

And despite their lackluster BVI scores relative to Near- 
Retirees, Early Entrants give high importance to benefits with 3 
in 4 saying benefits are a major factor when deciding whether 
or not to take a new job. Yet, once they have a job, most aren’t 
committed for the long term; just 4 in 10 Early Entrants would 
elect to stay with their current employer for at least 10 years.

IN THE NEXT TWO YEARS, EXPECT BENEFITS TO BECOME . . .

Much more generous 

Somewhat more generous 

About the same 

Somewhat less generous 

Much less generous 

7% 

26% 

48% 

12% 

6% 

2% 

7% 

52% 

30% 

9% 

Early Entrants  Near-Retirees 
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FINANCIAL BENEFITS AND THE WORKPLACE

76% 

73% 

63% 

58% 

56% 

73% 

79% 

58% 

35% 

44% 

Employers have a responsibility to 
offer insurance and retirement benefits 

to their employees 

It is important for employers to offer a 
range of benefits for those starting 

their careers 

Buying insurance products and saving 
for retirement is easier to do at work 

than on my own 

If I could, I would buy all of my 
insurance and financial products 

through work

I would rather learn about financial 
products and financial planning at work 

than on my own 

Early Entrants Near-Retirees 

Nearly two-thirds of Early Entrants believe that buying 
insurance and saving for retirement through work is easier 
than doing it on their own, and they want even more choices 
and options. A majority say they would buy all of their 
insurance and financial products through work if they could. 

They believe their employer has a responsibility to offer 
insurance and retirement benefits, but also express a high 
interest in a range of benefit options targeted toward those 
starting their careers, presumably beyond just core offerings. 

Early Entrants also express a strong desire for financial 
education and guidance on their benefits decisions. Even more 
so than Near-Retirees, they prefer learning about financial 
planning and products at work. If employers increase access 
to education and advice as they suggest, it would surely help 
the nearly 7 in 10 Early Entrants who say that finding a trusted 
source of financial advice is a highly important goal.

Rated 7-10 on a 10-point scale based on agreement with the statement
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EASE OF SIGNING UP FOR BENEFITS DURING ENROLLMENT

85% 

8% 

4% 

68% 

19% 

7% 

Very easy (7-10) 

 5-6 

Very difficult (1-4) 

Near Retirees Early Entrants

I UNDERSTAND ALL OF THE BENEFITS OPTIONS AVAILABLE TO ME . . .

69% 

20% 

10% 

51% 

26% 

21% 

Completely agree (7-10) 

 5-6 

Do not agree at all (1-4) 

Near-Retirees Early Entrants

ENROLLMENT PRACTICES WORK 
FOR NEAR-RETIREES, BUT NEED TO 
ADAPT FOR EARLY ENTRANTS
Near-Retirees have an easier experience with their company’s 
enrollment process compared to Early Entrants. This may 
be because Near-Retirees use more of the written materials 
their company makes available and ultimately report a greater 
understanding of the benefits options available. 

By comparison, Early Entrants tend to call enrollment a 
“guessing game, rather than an informed decision,” and often 
are not engaging with the education and communication tools 
provided. 

Only half of Early Entrants believe that their employer does 
a good job at helping younger workers establish financial 
security as they begin their careers. Even many Near-Retirees 
do not feel their employer is doing enough to help Early 
Entrants — especially in light of the greater benefits funding 
and decision-making responsibility on today’s workers.

10-point scale based on ease of use to sign up for benefits during your employer’s open enrollment season

10-point scale based on agreement with the statement
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ONLINE RESOURCES USED TO LEARN ABOUT INSURANCE

48% 

45% 

29% 

21% 

61% 

58% 

34% 

31% 

Conducted a search (e.g., Google,
 Bing, or Yahoo)

Visited an official website of an
insurance company

Visited the website of a financial
planner or advisor

Visited company-sponsored
social media sites

Near-Retirees  Early Entrants

A slight majority of Early Entrants and Near-Retirees currently 
enroll in their benefits online; however, even more (two-thirds) 
would prefer online enrollment. Employees who enroll in 
benefits online have a higher BVI score (8.3) and are more 
likely to feel their benefits positively contribute to their overall 
financial security.

Early Entrants would likely welcome and take greater 
advantage of online benefits and financial resources if they 
were available. 

Although 3 in 4 workers feel it’s important to receive benefits 
information online, Early Entrants are more likely to use other 
online sources, like Google, company websites, and company-
sponsored social media, to learn about insurance products. 

Given that 92% of Early Entrants use smartphones, it’s not 
surprising that they also express a greater interest in receiving 
information on their phones or tablets.

10-point scale based on ease of use to sign-up for benefits during your employer’s open enrollment season
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For Early Entrants, online information needs to be coupled with 
personal guidance. A majority of Early Entrants believe that, at 
this stage in their careers, they need more help with financial 
and benefits decisions. 

They are more likely to want personal advice during enrollment 
and like having the opportunity to discuss benefits options with 
their employer, as well as with friends and family. However, 
very few have used the services of a financial professional 
when evaluating their benefits options.

When it comes to receiving information about benefits during 
enrollment, Early Entrants (61%) are more likely than Near-
Retirees (52%) to prefer in-person, one-on-one meetings. 

And Early Entrants show greater interest in telephonic benefits 
enrollment compared to Near-Retirees, presumably so they 
can ask questions and get the help they need.

AT THIS STAGE IN MY CAREER, I FEEL I NEED MORE HELP WITH MY BENEFITS  
AND FINANCIAL DECISIONS . . .

59% 

26% 

12% 

41% 

20% 

38% 

Completely agree (7-10) 

 5-6 

Do not agree at all (1-4) 

Early Entrants Near-Retirees

I WISH THERE WAS MORE PERSONAL ADVICE PROVIDED DURING OPEN ENROLLMENT TO 
HELP ME MAKE BETTER BENEFITS DECISIONS . . .

60% 

22% 

14% 

4% 

45% 

23% 

30% 

3% 

Completely agree (7-10) 

 5-6 

Do not agree at all (1-4) 

Don’t know 

Early Entrants Near-Retirees
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EMPLOYERS CAN DEVELOP 
STRATEGIES TO MEET THE NEEDS OF 
THESE KEY WORK-STAGE SEGMENTS
Even more so than last year, employers recognize the need 
to help employees make better benefits decisions. 

• Two in five say increasing employees’ access to 
education and financial advice is important.

• One-third feel that tailoring benefits communication 
to different employee segments is a highly important 
goal, though only 13% are currently targeting their 
communications by age/generation.

Companies with at least 1,000 employees and those with a 
growing HR/benefits department are the most likely to rate 
targeted communications as highly important.

IMPORTANCE AND SUCCESS IN TAILORING COMMUNICATION AND  
ENROLLMENT AMONG EMPLOYERS

33% 

13% 

High importance* 

High success** 

*% rating 7-10 on a 10-point scale based on importance
**% rating 7-10 on a 10-point scale based on agreement with the statement that current communications are tailored
Base: All employers
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Employees agree that more needs to be done: fewer 
than half of Early Entrants and Near-Retirees agree their 
employer does a good job of educating them on financial 
planning and how to reach their goals. 

• Even more would like tailored communications, with  
6 in 10 saying that their benefits meetings would be 
more relevant if they were targeted by age.

• Workers in smaller companies (fewer than 100 
employees) are less likely than those who work for larger 
companies to feel their employer does a good job of 
educating them on financial planning and how to reach 
their goals (36% vs. 52%).

EMPLOYEE ATTITUDES TOWARD BENEFITS COMMUNICATIONS

66% 

43% 

61% 

46% 

Benefits education meetings should be 
targeted by age, so they will be more 

relevant to me 

My employer does a good job of 
educating me on financial planning and 

how to achieve my financial goals 

Near-Retirees Early Entrants

Rated 7-10 on a 10-point scale based on agreement with the statement
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New options for outsourcing enrollment activities to 
carriers, brokers, or enrollment firms may help even smaller 
companies enhance the success of their enrollment and 
communication strategies. 

Nearly 2 in 3 employers are outsourcing at least some of 
their enrollment services, but not necessarily the overall 
strategy or ongoing communications. Employers most often 
outsource the production of enrollment materials and have 
brokers and vendors take the lead in benefits presentations. 

All told, 6 in 10 believe their benefits communications are 
highly effective, but only 18% feel they are extremely effective.

A recent article posted by Society of Human Resources 
Management (SHRM) concludes that “employees appreciate 
the efforts taken by employers to educate them about their 
benefits choices. If the employer seeks the resources of an 
outside provider to tailor communications to specific employee 
groups with different needs, and to deliver communications 
through multiple media channels, all the better.”8

ENROLLMENT ACTIVITIES OUTSOURCED BY EMPLOYERS

49% 

48% 

45% 

36% 

31% 

29% 

Preparing enrollment materials 

Presenting at enrollment meetings 

Providing online enrollment 

Ongoing benefits communication 

Developing enrollment strategy 

Organizing enrollment meetings 

Percent of employers who outsource each of the following enrollment activities 
Base: All employers

Differences by Size and Industry

Employers with fewer than 100 employees (37%) are more 
likely than larger employers (22%) to outsource ongoing 
benefits communications. 
Employers in the professional/financial/IT industries (44%) 
are more likely than those in healthcare/social services (27%) 
to outsource their benefits communications; professional/
financial/IT firms also are more likely to believe their benefits 
communications are effective. 
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IMPLICATIONS
While most plan sponsors want to help their employees make better benefits decisions, some employers may not view tailoring benefits 
offerings and communications as a high priority given the many other challenges they have to manage in today’s benefits environment. 
Only about one-third feel that delivering targeted enrollment and communications is an important benefits strategy for their company, and 
just 13% have made any progress to date. Yet, two-thirds of U.S. workers say they would like their employer to design benefits meetings/
communications by generation so that the information is more relevant. 

Plan sponsors have an opportunity to enhance the perceived value of their benefits program while helping employees make more informed 
benefits choices for themselves and their families. Addressing the sometimes vast differences in personal and financial concerns between 
workers who have recently entered the workforce (Early Entrants) and those approaching their planned retirement age (Near-Retirees) 
is challenging for many companies. But the technology, expertise, and capabilities available in today’s market are making it possible for 
employers to affordably ramp up the effectiveness of their communication strategies and execution like never before.  

• While their highest priority concerns/needs may be different, Early Entrants and Near-Retirees have similar “needs” gaps (importance vs. 
success), which center around physical and emotional well-being and financial/retirement planning and saving. These are areas where 
employers can better leverage existing programs, such as wellness/prevention initiatives, EAPs, financial planning services/tools, will 
preparation/estate planning services, retirement planning seminars, and web tools.

• Enrollment and ongoing communications need to blend online resources and personal guidance. Early Entrants haven’t had as much time 
as Near-Retirees to familiarize themselves with their employer’s benefits offerings and they are hoping for more assistance to ensure they 
are optimizing the value.
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METHODOLOGY AND SAMPLE CHARACTERISTICS

The latest Guardian Workplace Benefits Study was fielded in the fall of 2014 and 
consisted of two online surveys: One among benefits decision-makers (employers) 
and another among employees, allowing us to examine benefits issues from both 
perspectives.

The study was conducted for Guardian by Greenwald & Associates, an independent 
market research firm located in Washington, D.C.

APPENDIX
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OVERVIEW OF EMPLOYER SURVEY
Employer results are based on a national online survey of 
1,001 employee benefits decision-makers. Respondents 
include business executives, business owners, human 
resource professionals, and financial management 
professionals. The survey covers all industries and is 
nationally representative of U.S. businesses with at least 
five full-time employees.

The survey was conducted in the fall of 2014. Data shown 
in this report are weighted to reflect the actual proportion 
of U.S. businesses by company size, industry, and region 
based on data from the U.S. Census Bureau. The margin  
of error at the 95% confidence level is +/- 3.2%.

Following is a breakdown of survey respondents by survey 
participation region, job function, industry, company size, 
years in business, and business ownership.

PRIMARY JOB FUNCTION

23% 

54% 

13% 

10% 

Accounting, Finance, Treasury

Executive Director, Upper Management, Owner

HR, Employee Benefits

Other

YEARS IN BUSINESS

13%
Less than 10

10 to 19

20 to 29

30 or more

21%

22%

43%

GEOGRAPHIC REGION

28% 

22% 21% 

29% 
South

Northeast

Midwest

West

BUSINESS OWNERSHIP

95% 

4% 
1% 

Private

Public

Don’t know

METHODOLOGY AND SAMPLE CHARACTERISTICS
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EMPLOYER INDUSTRY

Professional, scientific, and technical services; Management of companies and enterprises 18%

Construction 13%

Other services 12%

Retail trade 9%

Healthcare and social assistance 9%

Accommodation and food services 7%

Wholesale trade 6%

Real estate, rental, and leasing 6%

Manufacturing 3%

Finance and insurance 3%

Other 5%

Administrative, support, waste management, remediation services 4%

Arts, entertainment, and recreation 2%

Transportation and warehousing 1%

Information 1%

Agriculture, forestry, fishing and hunting, mining and utilities 1%

Educational services <0.5%

Public administration, government <0.5%

METHODOLOGY AND SAMPLE CHARACTERISTICS
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NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES AT COMPANY

5 to 49 90%

50 to 99 5%

100 to 499 4%

500 to 999 <0.5%

1,000 to 2,499 <0.5%

2,500 to 4,999 <0.5%

5,000 to 9,999 <0.5%

10,000 to 24,999 <0.5%

25,000 or more  <0.5%
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Overview Of emplOyee survey
Employee results are based on a survey conducted among 
1,706 employees age 22 or older, who work full time for a 
company with at least five employees. This survey was also 
conducted in the fall of 2014.

The survey sample is nationally representative of U.S. workers 
at companies of at least five full-time employees. Data shown 
are weighted to reflect the actual proportion of U.S. workers 
by gender, region, race, ethnicity, education level, household 
income, age, and employer size based on data from the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics and the Census Bureau. The margin 
of error is +/- 2.4 at the 95% confidence level.

The following is a breakdown of survey respondents by region, 
age, household income, racial and ethnic background, gender, 
and education level, as well as employer industry and size.

GEOGRAPHIC REGION

34% 

20% 

24% 

22% 

South

Northeast

Midwest

West

RACIAL BACKGROUND

80% 

12% 

6% 2% 

White

African
American

Asian

Other

EDUCATION LEVEL

33% 

24% 

30% 

13% 
High school or less

Some college or
technical school

College/technical
school graduate
Graduate school

AGE

29% 

39% 

23% 

9% 

22 to 34

35 to 49

50 to 59

60 or older

HISPANIC ETHNICITY

83% 

17% 
Non-Hispanic

Hispanic

GENDER

55% 

45% 
Male

Female
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EMPLOYER INDUSTRY

Manufacturing 12%

Professional, scientific, and technical services. Management of companies and enterprises 10%

Educational services 10%

Finance and insurance 9%

Retail trade 9%

Healthcare and social assistance 6%

Transportation and warehousing 6%

Public administration, government 5%

Information 5%

Construction 5%

Administrative, support, waste management, remediation services 5%

Other services 4%

Accommodation and food services 4%

Wholesale trade 3%

Arts, entertainment, and recreation 2%

Real estate, rental, and leasing 2%

Agriculture, forestry, fishing and hunting, mining and utilities 2%

Other 1%
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NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES AT COMPANY

5 to 49 23%

50 to 99 7%

100 to 499 15%

500 to 999 6%

1,000 to 2,499 8%

2,500 to 4,999 6%

5,000 to 9,999 6%

10,000 to 24,999 8%

25,000 or more  21%
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