
Benefits Balancing Act

R

The Guardian Workplace Benefits StudySM: Fourth Annual, 2016
The Guardian Life Insurance Company of America®, (Guardian) 7 Hanover Square, New York, NY 10004. 

File #2017-33448 (Exp. 1/19)

Employers Seek New Strategies for Addressing Cost, Administration, and 
Compliance Pressures While Improving Workforce Well-Being

Guardian®

Market
Insightsin

sync

The Guardian  
Workplace  
Benefits StudySM  
4th Annual   



BENEFITS BALANCING ACT: CHAPTER 5
The Guardian  
Workplace  
Benefits StudySM  
4th Annual   

2

For most U.S. businesses, providing valuable insurance and 
retirement benefits to their workforce is simply ingrained 
in company culture — it’s how they operate. Senior 
leadership teams across the country view offering benefits 
as the right thing to do for the well-being of employees and 
their families, while also serving as an important part of the 
talent acquisition and retention equation.  

But managing employee benefits programs isn’t getting any 
easier, and for a growing number of companies, the cost 
and complexity are becoming rather daunting. As a result, 
more companies are turning to external partners who 
have the expertise, processes, and technology to simplify 
benefits administration, improve service, and strengthen 
compliance practices. 

Of course, employers of all sizes and industries continue 
their laser focus on controlling the cost of providing 
benefits, as well as the affordability of these benefits for 
employees. Yet, limited long-term success with certain cost-
containment strategies has more employers beginning to 
shift attention to other strategic areas, such as improving 
workforce health and productivity, enhancing employee 
benefits education/communication, and maintaining 
compliance with federal and state benefits laws. 

More companies, particularly larger firms with more than 
1,000 employees, appear interested in taking a longer view 
of their benefits strategy: balancing short-term expense 
pressures with programs and initiatives that will lead 
to a healthier, more productive, and financially secure 
workforce.  

Introduction

Employers struggle  
to balance  

short-term pressures 
with initiatives 

that lead to better 
workforce well-being
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Managing employee benefits 
programs is becoming increasingly 
complex 
Given the vast amount of change in the employee benefits 
landscape since 2011 and the advent of the Affordable Care Act 
(ACA), 6 in 10 employers (59%) are feeling overwhelmed with the 
increased complexity of managing their benefits programs.    

Only 8% of employers feel the level of complexity is easily 
managed, and those tend to be smaller firms with fewer 
employee locations and a narrower range of benefits offered to 
their workforce. 

Businesses with 100 or more employees and those with a wide 
range of benefits (including firms offering at least three voluntary 
coverages) are more likely to agree that managing their benefits 
programs is becoming increasingly complex.

•  Companies with 100-2,500 employees are struggling the 
most with benefits plan complexity — especially with 
installing new coverages/changing carriers and employee 
communication and enrollment

Naturally, firms that find it more challenging to manage their 
benefits are seeking outside help and are more likely to be 
utilizing the services of a broker or consultant.

Moderate  
Complexity

33%

High  
Complexity

59%

Low Complexity

8%

Perceived Complexity of Managing Employee Benefits
Among All Employers

“Managing Benefits is Increasingly Complex”
“Strongly Agree” (7-10 on a 10-point scale)

By employer size

< 100  
Employees

100+  
Employees

56%   69%

By range of benefits offered

Limited Range Wide Range

50%   62%

By use of broker/consultant

Do Not Use Use Broker/ 
Consultant

50% 62%
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Controlling costs and keeping benefits 
affordable for their workforce remain 
employers’ top benefits priorities 
Regardless of company size or industry, managing employee 
benefits-related costs continues to be a top objective for 
employers in 2016. Stemming costs of providing insurance 
coverage, administering benefits programs, and limiting 
employee out-of-pocket costs remain among the top five 
benefits objectives.  

To address cost-containment goals, employers utilize a variety 
of long-standing strategies, including plan design changes, 
consolidation of benefits providers, offering wellness programs, 
and employee cost-sharing.  

Consumer driven health plans (CDHPs) maintain their ranking 
among prevailing cost-control methods. Nearly 4 in 5 companies 
currently offer a CDHP or a high deductible health plan, and 
more than half (54%) rate CDHPs as an important benefits 
strategy — up from 48% in 2014. 

Notably, more firms are increasing their efforts to integrate 
parts of their medical/pharmacy, disability, and workers’ 
compensation plans. Many are also making wider use of benefits 
web technology to gain efficiency and reduce the administrative 
burden of enrollment, recordkeeping, leave administration, and 
payroll integration. 

Use fewer benefits 
providers

Coordinate/
Integrate 
benefits plans

Expand use of 
benefits web 
technology

Implement consumer 
driven health plans 
(CDHP)

Make plan design changes

56%

67%

54%

50%

50%

57%

Expand use of 
wellness/prevention 
programs

Employers’ Top Benefits Cost-Control Strategies
Extremely Important  (Top 4 on 10-point scale)
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Yet, for many employers, traditional 
cost-containment strategies have 
achieved limited success 
A majority of U.S. companies report that their benefits cost 
management strategies have not been highly successful in 
meeting company goals.

Fewer than 1 in 3 firms say employee cost-sharing and CDHPs 
have proven to be highly successful cost-cutting strategies. 
Moreover, these strategies may be having unintended but 
counterproductive consequences for long-term workforce health 
and financial wellness.

Even with the recent proliferation of new benefits technology 
in the marketplace, only 1 in 3 employers — mostly larger firms 
(1,000+ employees) — feel that technology has contributed 
significantly to their cost-cutting efforts. 

100+ Employees

<100 Employees 31%

100+ Employees

<100 Employees 28%

100+ Employees

<100 Employees 31%

100+ Employees

<100 Employees 26%

Cost-sharing with employees

Make plan design changes

Implement consumer driven health plans  

Coordinate/Integrate benefits plans

45%

42%

39%

41%

Least Successful Cost-Control Strategies 
by Employer Size

Self-Reported Success (Top 3 on 10-point scale)

Fewer than 1 in 3 Firms Say Employee  
Cost-Sharing and CDHPs Have Proven to Be Highly 

Successful Cost-Cutting Strategies

Achieving benefits cost savings has been even more of  
a struggle for small businesses; those with fewer than  
100 employees are less likely to feel that their existing benefits 
cost-containment strategies are meeting company objectives.
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Concerns over staying current with 
federal and state regulations are 
causing more employers to focus on 
benefits plan compliance
Employer priorities appear to be shifting to other strategic 
areas, such as maintaining employee benefits plan compliance 
in the face of an evolving legal and regulatory landscape. In fact, 
the top employee benefits challenge mentioned by more than 
1 in 4 employers (28%) is ensuring that their programs are in 
compliance with legal requirements.  

However, many companies recognize they lack the expertise to 
adequately maintain compliance of their benefits plans. In fact, 
roughly 7 in 10 employers believe their company currently is  
not well prepared to address a series of important federal,  
state, and local laws.    

Provisions of the ACA (e.g., the Cadillac tax, the employer 
mandate) and new/pending paid parental leave legislation are 
among the areas where employers acknowledge their firms 
sorely lack expertise. 

Despite higher confidence related to the Family Medical Leave 
Act (FMLA), Americans with Disabilities Act/Amendments Act 
(ADA/ADAAA), and Department of Labor (DOL) laws, employers’ 
actual level of preparedness is likely even lower than reported. 

Companies with more than 1,000 employees generally feel better 
prepared than smaller firms to address the compliance of their 
benefits programs on most legal and regulatory requirements.

1,000+ Employees

100-999 Employees 32%
<100 Employees 22%

1,000+ Employees

100-999 Employees 27%
<100 Employees 21%

1,000+ Employees

100-999 Employees 30%
<100 Employees 24%

1,000+ Employees

100-999 Employees 35%
<100 Employees 27%

1,000+ Employees

100-999 Employees 34%
<100 Employees 28%

The ACA excise or “Cadillac” tax 

Changes to paid parental leave laws

ACA employer mandate 

ERISA requirements

State & local FMLA requirements

45%

42%

40%

49%

49%

Level of Compliance Preparedness
by Employer Size

Self-Reported Success (5 on a 5-point scale)
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Employee communication and new  
plan implementation are key “pain 
points” for employers in managing  
their benefits programs
Roughly 1 in 4 companies cite employee communication/education 
and installing new benefits or changing carriers/TPAs as the most 
difficult aspects to manage. Establishing electronic data interchange 
with carriers/TPAs and vendor account management/service are 
additional “pain points” for employers.

•  Mid-size employers (with 100-999 employees) tend to struggle more 
with various aspects of plan administration; nearly half of mid-size 
companies cite “employee communication” as a challenge, while 
one-third indicate that new benefits plan implementation is difficult

Benefits Plan Administration “Pain Points”
“Very Difficult”/”Difficult” (Top 2 on a 5-point scale)

Plan member communication/education

New benefits plan implementation

Establishing electronic data interchange 

Account management and service delivery

Claims and employee customer service

Enrolling employees

Employers generally outsource parts of their plan administration to 
help maintain compliance, analyze/report on plan data, monitor vendor 
service, and conduct online enrollment. Yet, most still handle leave 
administration (e.g., FMLA, paid-time off (PTO), other corporate leaves) 
using in-house resources. A majority also self-administer their payroll 
and eligibility processing, as well as plan member recordkeeping.  

•  Notably, many do not use outside expertise to help develop 
their benefits communication and enrollment strategy, despite 
communications being a key pain point

In-House vs. Outsourced Benefits  
Administration Activities  

Top Mentions

Top Processes Handled In-House

Leave administration

Payroll processing 56%
Eligibility processing

Recordkeeping

Enrollment strategy

Top Processes Outsourced

Ensuring compliance

Analyzing data 57%
Servicing the plan 57%
Online enrollment 57%
Selecting carriers

84%

67%

53%

55%
55%
55%



BENEFITS BALANCING ACT: CHAPTER 5
The Guardian  
Workplace  
Benefits StudySM  
4th Annual   

8

Given challenges with cost control, 
compliance, and benefits administration, 
employers are turning more to external 
expertise and technology
Many companies struggle to effectively manage their employee benefits 
programs in the face of pressure to reduce spending, complex benefits 
regulations, and flat or reduced benefits staffing levels.  

•  For example, among small businesses with fewer than  
50 employees, 1 in 3 have no dedicated, in-house resources  
to manage their benefits plans 

The trend toward benefits administration outsourcing continues to 
accelerate, with roughly 3 in 4 companies now outsourcing at least  
some benefits administration activities — up 12% from two-thirds in 
2014.   Employers engage with an average of two to three different 
vendors for benefits administration support, utilizing the services of 
carriers, brokers, or other third-party administrators, as appropriate. 

3 in 4  
Employers

2 in 3  
Employers

2014 2016

Increase in Benefits Administration Outsourcing 
Employers Doing Any Outsourcing

And with more capabilities available in the marketplace, employers tend 
to use a wider range of vendors — some with a particular expertise 
or technology — to fill very specific roles. More than one-third of 
companies are using at least three different vendors for various parts 
of their benefits administration. 

•  In the past two years, larger companies are more likely to have 
increased the number of outsourcing vendors they use

Yet, employers want simplicity and streamlined administration, so many 
prefer a single-source solution. 6 in 10 firms (60%) outsource to reduce 
the administrative burden on internal resources and half outsource to 
gain efficiencies and reduce costs. But the more vendors an employer 
uses, the more challenging it may become.

Level of Benefits Administration Outsourcing 
By Employer Size

Top Mentions <100 
Employees

100-999 
Employees

1,000+
Employees

Increased number of 
outsourcing vendors since 
2014

12% 24% 35%

Average number of  
vendors used 2 3 5
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Broker-Consultant

1. Select carriers
2. Identify ways to control cost
3. Develop enrollment strategy
4. Analyze/report on plan data

Insurance Company

1. Monitor plan service
2. Provide enrollment support
3. Ongoing plan communication
4. Ensure plan compliance

Other Third-Party*

1. Manage leave administration
2. Online enrollment
3. Select carriers
4. Identify ways to control costs

Employers tap a variety of external 
resources to help manage different 
aspects of their benefits programs
Among employers outsourcing at least some benefits 
activities, roughly half use the services of a broker, while about 
1 in 4 use an insurance company, and another quarter utilize 
the expertise of a third-party vendor, such as an enrollment 
firm, an HR services company, or a private exchange. 

Brokers are used for a wide range of benefits-related 
services, particularly: guidance on carrier selection, enrollment 
strategy, plan compliance and cost control, data analysis, and 
ongoing employee communications.

In addition to insurance products, carriers are relied on to 
support online enrollment, monitor benefits plan service, and 
deliver ongoing plan communications for employees.

Third-party vendors are used to administer employee 
leaves and return-to-work programs (FMLA, ADA, PTO), as 
well as for other services including payroll processing and 
beneficiary/dependent recordkeeping.

•  About half of all employers (51%) turn to brokers and 
consultants for help in maintaining the compliance of 
their benefits programs 

•  About one-third (31%) report using carriers, external 
legal counsel, or a government agency for legal/
regulatory support  

Benefits Outsourcing Roles  
Most Common Processes Performed by Vendor Type

Ranked by Incidence of Outsourcing for Each Process
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A complex benefits environment has 
some employers taking a longer-term 
view of their objectives and strategies 
Companies continue to take steps to improve the short-
term financial results of their employee benefits programs.  
However, a growing number of employers are shifting to 
longer-term strategies, which they hope will more effectively 
address cost and risk concerns related to compliance, 
benefits administration, and workforce health, productivity, 
and financial wellness.     

Employers most concerned about the increased complexity 
of managing their benefits programs place even greater 
importance on these long-view objectives. And they are more 
likely to implement strategies to support these goals.

Aligning on benefits priorities within an organization can be 
challenging as the number of decision-makers expands. CFOs 
and legal/procurement teams are increasingly contributing 
to benefits decisions, and their priorities and perceptions of 
successful strategies may vary from other senior executives 
and HR. For example:

•  CFOs place greater importance on implementing CDHPs and 
taking a more integrated approach to managing benefits

•  HR is more partial to improving employee leave tracking/
reporting

•  Corporate legal teams focus on helping employees with their 
benefits decisions

High Complexity

Low Complexity 33%

High Complexity

Low Complexity 26%

High Complexity

Low Complexity 23%

High Complexity

Low Complexity 27%

High Complexity

Low Complexity 31%

High Complexity

Low Complexity 30%

Help workers with benefits decisions

Expand health and wellness programs

Provide return-to-work accommodations

Track and report on employee leaves

Expand use of benefits web technology

Increase benefits/financial education

55%

52%

46%

45%

45%

42%

Importance of Benefits Strategies
By Perceived Level of Complexity in Managing Benefits

“Highly Important” (8-10 on a 10-point scale)
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However, for most employers, considerable gaps exist between their 
goals and the successful implementation of strategies to expand 
health/wellness initiatives and to help employees with benefits 
decision-making. 

Unfortunately, addressing the mental/emotional needs of the 
workforce continues to be a relatively lower priority for many 
employers, with limited progress being made in that area.

Success vs. Importance of Well-Being Strategies
Self-reported success (7-10 on a 10-point scale)

Well-Being Strategies Importance
Rank

Success
Rank

Help employees with benefits decisions #2 #15
Expand health/wellness resources #4 #18
Increase benefits/financial education #6 #10

Expand mental/emotional resources #18 #19

Workforce well-being is more important 
to employers taking a long-view  
benefits strategy   
Employer interest is growing in better understanding and 
addressing the long-term value of workforce well-being.  

Companies that place a high importance on improving their 
employees’ physical and financial wellness are more likely to 
report their benefits strategies have been successful in achieving 
company goals. These firms are more likely to create a culture of 
health and productivity by offering and promoting services, like:  

•  Wellness activities (e.g., biometric screenings, health risk 
assessments)

• Employee assistance programs (EAPs)
• Benefits and financial education
• Personalized benefits communications  

Improving Workforce Well-Being 
Success vs. Level of Importance

Self-reported success (7-10 on a 10-point scale)

Area of Improvement Of Low 
Importance

Of High 
Importance

Percent having success expanding 
health & wellness programs 52% 81%

Percent having success helping 
workers make better benefits 
decisions

59% 84%
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The need to balance short-term 
priorities with longer-term goals  
has employers rethinking their 
benefits strategies   
U.S. businesses today find it increasingly difficult to maintain a 
competitive benefits package while controlling costs, ensuring 
compliance with federal and state laws, and trying to improve 
workforce health and financial security.  

For many employers, prior cost-cutting tactics may have 
produced the necessary short-term savings, but those tactics 
have proven to be unsustainable. 

However, new strategies and solutions appear to be gaining 
traction among a segment of employers willing to take a 
longer-term view of their benefits goals and desired outcomes.  
These companies are placing greater emphasis on improving 
workforce well-being, increasing the efficiency of benefits 
administration, and maintaining benefits plan compliance.

Companies taking a long-view approach to their benefits 
strategy are attempting to strike a better balance between 
benefits costs control and improving workforce health and 
productivity — a challenging feat, indeed.      

Long-View Benefits Strategies
And Potential Focus Areas

Improve Workforce Well-Being

Employee Assistance Programs: Provide resources to 
address workforce mental/emotional health; effectively 
promote and communicate EAP to employees

Wellness initiatives: Introduce new initiatives; improve 
promotion of all programs

Financial literacy: Provide opportunities for employee 
benefits and financial education

Increase Benefits Administration Efficiency

New benefits implementation: Establish effective 
communication/coordination with all stakeholders  
(e.g., brokers, carriers, TPAs) for a more efficient process

Employee communication and enrollment: Leverage 
external partners for expertise and support with strategy 
development   

Electronic data interchange: Identify systems 
compatibility issues and allow time for testing to ensure 
data quality/accuracy

Maintain Benefits Plan Compliance

ACA provisions: Obtain expert advice on tax reporting, 
excise tax, employer mandate 

Leave laws and ADA: Stay up to date on changing state 
and local laws
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METHODOLOGY AND SAMPLE 
CHARACTERISTICS
The 4th Annual Guardian Workplace Benefits Study was fielded in  
the Spring of 2016 and consisted of two online surveys: One among 
benefits decision-makers (employers) and another among working 
Americans (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.

Employer Survey Overview

Employer results are based on a national online survey of 1,204  
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. 

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 +/- 2.9%.

Appendix

Employee Survey Overview

Employee results are based on a survey conducted among 1,439 
employees age 22 or older, who work full time for a company with 
at least five employees. 

This year’s survey included a sample of 277 part-time permanent 
employees and contract, non-permanent workers. Results for  
part-time/contract workers are reported separately from the  
full-time employee data and are not reflected in the total 2016 
results when comparing 2016 to prior years, unless otherwise noted.  

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.


