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Introduction

In 2020, COVID-19 sent shock waves around the world, 
bringing far-reaching changes to how we live and work. 
Today, organizations continue to adjust their operating 
strategies as several aspects of pandemic-era work are 
poised to endure well beyond 2021. 

5x more Americans are working 
fully remotely during the 
pandemic than before COVID

In addition to remote work, we also see the pandemic’s 
effects in the vast numbers of Americans who are 
unemployed or underemployed, particularly women. 
That’s partly because they work in hard-hit industries, but 
also because they’re disproportionately caregivers and 
single parents and the pandemic has made it difficult to 
balance their work and other responsibilities.¹

COVID-19 has driven 2.5 million women from 
the workforce. 165,000 women over 20 years 
old dropped out of the labor force between 
March and April 2021²

But the pandemic has also changed the workforce in less 
apparent ways. The anxiety many feel around the virus 
itself, combined with uncertainty around fluctuating 
infection rates and changing public health guidelines, 
took a toll on Americans’ mental health.³

40%
of Americans agree the pandemic 
has negatively impacted their 
emotional health

COVID-19 has also caused many Americans to reassess 
their career paths, especially for those in low-wage 
occupations where more jobs were lost. A Pew Research 
Center study found 66% of unemployed Americans had 
“seriously considered” changing their occupation due to the 
pandemic, a far greater percentage than during the Great 
Recession. It has also caused many to rethink how they 
prefer to work — on-site, remote, or a hybrid arrangement.⁴

Employment between April 2019 and April 2020
Percentage of job losses⁵

34% 14%

Employment in  
low-wage occupations

Employment in middle-
wage occupations

Other effects of the pandemic have yet to be revealed, 
particularly entering a new phase of recovery as vaccines 
ramp up and more organizations move back to working 
in person. But based on how employers and employees 
responded to the challenges of the past year, we see 
suggestions of what’s to come. 

Guardian’s findings indicate the pandemic dramatically 
accelerated trends already in motion before the pandemic 
began. This is especially true for flexible schedules and 
remote work, employee mental health and overall well-
being, diversity, equity, and inclusion, and the adoption of 
technology. In this way, the pandemic drove momentum 
around changes that will ultimately impact the benefits 
landscape in a positive way.
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The COVID-19 pandemic was an inflection 
point for employers, planting seeds of 
enduring change in areas like remote 
work, flexible schedules, technology,  
and employee well-being



The pandemic exposed vulnerabilities  
in the American workforce

While the American workforce has endured its share of 
challenges in the past, none has affected everyone as 
deeply as the COVID-19 pandemic. The Great Recession 
put 9 million Americans out of work, for example, but 
the scope of the crisis was largely limited to damaging 
confidence in financial systems.⁶ The pandemic, on the 
other hand, cut deeper because the threat was a highly 
contagious, sometimes deadly, virus.

50% of full-time employees — and 60% 
of underemployed workers — agree the 
COVID-19 pandemic is a significant source of 
stress in their lives

What is notable about this stress is its universality: it cuts 
across all ages, income levels, races, and genders. However, 
Americans have experienced the pandemic — and the 
economic recovery now underway — very differently.

By many measures, American workers were in an 
advantageous position prior to the pandemic. 
Unemployment was near historic lows and demand for 
skilled workers was high.⁷ The GDP and stock markets 
were also at record levels.⁸

Unemployment rate pre-pandemic, in April 2020, and in 
April 2021⁹

But those outward signs of success obscured the fact 
that for many Americans, economic survival was a 
delicate balancing act. Though unemployment was low, 
wages in many sectors (especially restaurants and retail) 
hadn’t kept pace with inflation.¹⁰ Just 39% of Americans 
as of January 2020 had enough savings to cover a $1,000 
emergency,¹¹ and many who worked full time still qualified 
for public assistance.

In 2019, 70% of people who 
received public assistance were 
full time employees¹²

In a matter of weeks, the pandemic created disruptions 
that were especially hard on workers who were already in 
a precarious economic position. Even if they didn’t lose 
their jobs, the impact on support systems that millions 
relied on — like schools, day care, and elder care  services 
— meant many struggled to sustain their livelihoods. 

The pandemic exposed significant cracks that 
had already fractured the foundation of the 
American workforce

While organizations are gradually returning to pre-COVID 
operations, our way of working will never entirely be the 
same. The accelerated implementation of policies around 
telecommuting, flexible work schedules, paid leave, and 
increased technology adoption will remain enduring parts 
of organizations’ benefits strategies. Unfortunately, so 
will challenges resulting from the long-term effects of the 
pandemic on employees’ mental health, like absenteeism 
and presenteeism.

As Guardian’s data will show, insurance benefits, while 
important, aren’t the only answer to supporting the 
workforce moving forward. COVID-19 shifted priorities 
for both employers and employees in profound ways, 
meaning future success will require a comprehensive 
approach and thorough reassessment of an 
organization’s benefits and culture to support employee 
well-being moving forward.

3.5%

14.7%

6.1%

Feb. 2020 April 2020 April 2021
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Among employees who say their company 
handled COVID-19 well, nearly half (49%) 
say they’d like to stay at their company 
10+ years compared to just 28% of those 
who say their companies handled it poorly



Connectivity is key to fostering an effective  
remote work environment

Remote work was on the rise even before the pandemic 
began, although it wasn’t the norm for most Americans. 
Prior to COVID-19, 70% of employers said they operated 
fully on-site. However, only 42% predict they’ll do so in 
the future as the percentage of US employers offering 
some sort of remote work arrangement increased from 
30% pre-pandemic to 73% currently.

More than half of employers (58%) plan to 
continue working remotely in some capacity 
post-pandemic

Overall, 19% of employers expect to work fully or 
mostly remote in the future, but that rises to 26% for 
companies with more than 5,000 employees and to 32% 
for companies less than five years old. Nearly half (49%) of 
technology companies expect to be fully remote.

As for employees, more than half (56%) agree they’d 
prefer to work remotely at least part of the time in the 
future. But 42% of employees would prefer to work fully 
on-site, including nearly half (46%) of Generation Z (Gen 
Z). This underscores employees’ overall desire to stay 
connected, even for generations that generally prefer 
digital experiences in other aspects of their working lives.

Percentage of workers by generation who prefer to 
work fully on-site 

46%

46%

56%

36%

Gen Z Millennials

Gen X Baby boomers

Despite concerns over the toll that remote work can take 
on work-life balance, this doesn’t prove to be the case for 
many Americans. In fact, remote work is tied to better 
work-life balance: nearly half (49%) of employees who 
work remotely agree they’re excellent or very good at 
maintaining work-life balance vs. just 39% of employees 
overall. 

45% of employees who say their companies 
allow remote work rate themselves highly 
at taking care of their mental health vs. 37% 
of employees who say remote work isn’t an 
option at their companies

While some companies experienced a dip in productivity 
and collaboration during the pandemic, most (70%) did 
not. Similarly, only 31% of companies experienced a dip in 
workforce collaboration during the pandemic.

More than half (55%) of 
organizations increased their 
use of collaborative technology 
during the pandemic

Companies who invested in collaborative technology 
were also more likely to have a well-developed benefits 
technology strategy and to rate themselves as highly 
digital overall (64% vs. 55% overall). This indicates that 
collaborative technology is just one part of a multifaceted 
tech strategy at their organizations.
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The pandemic accelerated adoption of benefits technology

Prior to the pandemic, benefits technology adoption 
was already on the upswing. However, the widespread 
move to remote work meant Open Enrollment looked 
different for most companies in 2020, prompting many 
more organizations to adopt benefits administration and 
enrollment technology.

More than a third of employers say the 
pandemic accelerated their organization’s use 
of benefits technology

In addition, the pandemic spurred more organizations to 
integrate their existing HR technology systems. Thirty-
seven percent of organizations say their HR technology 
systems are now fully integrated and 52% report partial 
integration, up from 32% and 49%, respectively, in 2020.

Since integrating HR functions can improve productivity and 
streamline costs, it’s not surprising that 39% of employers 
also adopted digital HR systems and increased HR 
technology spending overall compared to previous years.

Spending on HR/benefits technology in past four years¹³ 

2017 2021

Increased 41% 56%

Decreased 6% 3%

Younger companies lead in benefits technology 
adoption

 In business 5 – 9 years

 In business 30+ years

69%

43%

Digitalization is prevalent among younger companies, 
but more companies of all sizes should follow, as nearly 
three-quarters of employees prefer a digital benefits 
enrollment process.  

72% of employees who reported satisfaction 
with their benefits experience say they 
enrolled via a digital method

But gaps still exist: even amid the pandemic, nearly a third 
(30%) of employees say they enrolled via a paper-based 
method, and only 18% say their organization’s benefits 
processes are fully digitized. 

77%
of highly digital companies believe 
their employees are satisfied with 
their benefits vs. 62% overall

In addition to boosting employee satisfaction, 
benefits digitalization is also tied to better benefits 
understanding and satisfaction among employees. 
Since only 22% of employees report they’re extremely 
confident in their benefits selections, this is an area for 
many employers to address.
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Companies that prioritize paid 
family and medical leave policies 
are also more focused on employee 
retention and report higher 
employee benefits satisfaction



Employers expand paid leave and flexible work policies  
during the pandemic

Prior to the pandemic, absence management and paid 
leave policies were almost exclusively within the HR 
departments’ domain. However, the significant number 
of employees who needed to take extended leave due 
to COVID-19 — either because they were ill themselves 
or because they needed to care for a sick family member 
— brought absence management to the forefront of senior 
leadership’s awareness. 

80% of employers say COVID-19 has 
raised senior leadership’s awareness of the 
importance of leave management¹⁴

Employers have taken action to adjust their policies as a result 
of the pandemic, especially for STD and FMLA programs. 

In addition, three out of four employers changed their 
unpaid leave policies to paid due to COVID-19. 

1 in 3 employers created new, separate 
COVID-19 leave policies¹⁵ 

Not all employees took leave during COVID, but many 
more needed flexibility to balance the demands of remote 
work and home life. While flexible scheduling existed long 
before the pandemic, more companies adopted it during 
COVID-19 to better fit employees’ changing needs. 

As a result, there was a significant uptick in companies 
prioritizing flexible schedules — 58% of employers 
agree flexibility is important for employee well-being 
vs. 48% in 2019. 

However, the majority (53%) of companies don’t offer 
flexible work hours. Smaller companies are less likely to 
offer flexible schedules overall: Only 36% of companies 
with fewer than 50 employees do so vs. 44% of companies 
with 1,000+ employees. But there’s room for companies 
of all sizes to improve flexibility, especially since it is linked 
to higher overall employee satisfaction and well-being.

61% of employees say their companies don’t 
offer flexible schedules

Forty-eight percent of employees who report high Well-
being  Index scores have the option to work flexible hours 
vs. 40% of employees overall. They also tend to be more 
satisfied with their benefits experience: 53% who rate 
themselves highly satisfied have flexible work schedules 
vs. 40% overall. 

More than half (52%) of 
employees who rate their 
employer’s culture “highly 
empathetic” say their employer 
offers flexible work schedules vs. 
40% overall

While the pandemic won’t last forever, the circumstances 
driving the need for flexible scheduling during it will 
remain, especially for caregivers, parents, and those 
working remotely. To promote employee well-being 
and satisfaction, employers should ensure their flexible 
scheduling policies meet employees’ needs.
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Fewer than half  
of employees agree …

“ My organization 
offers adequate 
mental health 
support.”



More employers respond to the worsening state  
of workforce mental health 

Even before COVID-19, mental health was gaining 
momentum as an important issue related to workforce 
well-being.¹⁶ Then the pandemic hit, which had a dramatic 
psychological impact on many Americans. 

Some of this was pain and grief around losing loved ones 
to the virus or falling ill themselves, but even for those 
who didn’t experience that, worries around economic 
uncertainty and juggling work and family responsibilities 
took a toll. About a quarter (23%) of employees say 
they’re performing the same job with fewer staff 
members, and the same number reported lower morale 
because of the pandemic.

More than a quarter (28%) of 
workers say they’ve experienced 
increased anxiety, depression, or 
other mental health issues as a 
result of the pandemic

How employees addressed the pandemic’s impact on 
their mental health

36%

23%

17%

11%

9%

 Connected virtually with loved ones 

 Connected virtually with colleagues

 Accessed online wellness resources

 Saw a mental health professional

 Used employer-provided resources

Employers recognize there’s room for improvement: 
More than half (56%) agree expanding employee use of 
mental and emotional health resources is a priority. In 
addition, more than a third say the pandemic negatively 
impacted employees’ well-being (35%) and morale 
(34%). However, their benefits and policies largely 
haven’t caught up.

About a quarter (24%) of employers did 
nothing to address employees’ mental health 
during the pandemic

Of those who took steps to address employees’ mental 
health during COVID-19, 29% of employers both 
promoted existing benefits or policies and said managers 
conducted more frequent check-ins with employees. 
Only 16% added benefits or policies to address 
employees’ mental health. 

Notably, only 35% of employees said they were familiar 
with programs that provide access to a variety of services 
that could support mental health, such as counseling and 
assistance with financial problems — in other words, an 
employee assistance program (EAP). 

Only 1 in 5 employers report high EAP utilization

When it comes to employees’ preferred mental health 
resources, 27% say they want access to mental health 
telemedicine services, 22% want access to meditation 
apps, and 17% want support groups.

Interestingly, these don’t necessarily entail as large a 
financial investment on employers’ part compared to 
core insurance benefits. It presents yet another example 
of how responsiveness to employees’ needs during the 
pandemic is centered around creating a culture that 
promotes well-being.
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Gen Z and young 
millennial workers 
are more than twice 
as likely than baby 
boomers to say 
COVID-19 negatively 
impacted their 
emotional health.



The stressors around COVID-19 have affected different 
generations of Americans in different ways. For example, 20% 
of baby boomer and 22% of Gen X workers say the pandemic 
pushed them to retire earlier than planned. For their part, 
millennials and Gen Z expressed the lowest concern about the 
virus itself compared to older generations.¹⁷

Gen Z and young millennial workers were 
more than two times as likely to say COVID-19 
impacted their emotional health than boomers 
(36% vs. 17%)

While younger generations have historically reported lower 
overall social and financial stability than older generations, 
there’s clear evidence COVID-19 widened the gap. Thirty-
seven percent of Gen Z workers rated their financial health 
highly in 2020 compared to 31% in 2021.

Gen Z stressors before and during COVID
Percentage of workers who agree these aspects of their 
lives cause stress

My personal health

My job stability

The economy

In fact, the only area where Gen Z workers are less stressed 
in 2021 is in their social (dating and friendship) lives. 

Percentage of Gen Z workers who said their social lives 
cause stress

57% 
(2020)

vs. 39% 
(2021)

In this case, the sharp drop in stress suggests a negative 
effect on well-being due to so many social interactions 
and relationships being curtailed during the pandemic. 

Certainly, younger workers’ lower emotional well-being 
amid COVID-19 has concerning implications for the 
American workforce overall, especially since millennials 
are the largest generation in the workforce today.¹⁸

77% of Gen Z and 62% of millennials say they’ve 
taken steps to address the pandemic’s impact on 
their mental health vs. 42% of baby boomers

However, younger generations are more likely than older 
ones to take steps to improve their mental health. Gen Z 
and millennial workers were more than  twice as likely to 
say they took advantage of employer-provided mental 
health resources during the pandemic.  

This presents a key opportunity for employers, both to 
expand their current mental health support resources 
with younger workers in mind, and to communicate them 
frequently and effectively.

Percentage of workers across generations who used 
employer-provided mental health resources during 
the pandemic

 Gen Z 

 Millennials

 Gen X

 Baby boomers
57%

28%

7% 9%

Younger workers experienced greater stress and anxiety 
during the pandemic than older generations

32%24%

30%

31%24%

36%

2020 2021
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The pandemic recovery hasn’t impacted workers equally

While the pandemic initially upended the economy, 
recovery is underway, though hardly equal across all 
segments of the population. Many American workers 
are still struggling, particularly those with permanent 
physical disabilities, low-wage workers, and the 
underemployed.

Compared to full-time workers, these segments reported 
lower overall emotional, physical, and financial well-being 
a year into the pandemic.

Well-being pillars

Full-time 
workers

2021 March

Permanent 
disability

2021 March

Under-
employed

2021 March

Emotional 43% 31% 34%

Physical 41% 33% 36%

Financial 37% 20% 31%

In some ways, the pandemic has been positive for workers 
with disabilities because remote work and virtual events 
improved accessibility. However, their mental health has 
suffered overall, possibly due to being apart from friends 
and family who they normally rely on for care.¹⁸

Workers with permanent disabilities are 
nearly twice as likely to report that COVID-19 
negatively impacted their mental health (51% 
vs. 27% of workers overall)

Underemployed workers also experienced lower 
overall emotional health during the pandemic, and it 
affected their ability to cope. Only about a third (34%) of 
underemployed workers rate themselves “excellent” or 
“good” at caring for their mental health compared to 43% 
of full-time workers. 

Though COVID-19 negatively impacted many Americans’ 
financial health across income levels, it was significantly 
worse for low-wage workers. This is likely because layoffs 
were higher in low-wage occupations.²⁰

Lower income (earning 
<$49,000) workers’ financial 
well-being was more negatively 
impacted by the pandemic

Similarly, half (51%) of underemployed workers said 
“money/finances” were a top stressor in their lives 
compared to 43% of full-time employees. One major 
reason why is underemployed workers are less likely to 
own key insurance products.

Nearly half (44%) of underemployed workers 
say their employer doesn’t provide adequate 
benefits for part-time employees

Benefits ownership
Percentage of underemployed vs. full-time employees

 Underemployed  Full-time

Life  
insurance

Retirement  
plan

Disability 
insurance

40%

70%

57%

75%

14%

49%
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“ The support I receive through 
my employer makes it easier to 
practice good all-around self care. 
Prevention is the best cure when it 
comes to maintaining well-being,  
a positive work-life balance,  
and practicing mindfulness.” 

Female, age 38, full-time employee, Wyoming



Small businesses and their workers struggled due to business 
closures, reduced revenue, and staff cuts

In recent years, small businesses had arguably become 
the lifeblood of the US economy, employing 59.9 million 
people and driving economic growth.²¹ But COVID-19 hit 
small businesses hard. Before the pandemic, small firms 
provided nearly half of the country’s private-sector jobs, 
but they also accounted for 54% (30 million) of the jobs 
most likely to be lost as a result of COVID-19.²²

16% of small-business owners agree they 
wouldn’t have been able to survive without a 
PPP loan²³

The US government passed the Paycheck Protection 
Program (PPP) to help small businesses keep employees 
on their payroll. Yet despite receiving more than $800 
billion dollars over three rounds of PPP loans, many small 
businesses have shuttered during the pandemic.²⁴ Even 
the businesses that survived have taken a hit. 

Percentage of businesses by size that lost revenue and 
employees during COVID-19

Number of employees <50 50 – 99 100 – 999

Lost revenue 41% 38% 25%

Staff cuts due to layoffs 
or furloughs 51% 50% 33%

On the benefits side, 60% of employers with fewer than 
50 employees say they prioritize the use of wellness, 
preventative, and health initiatives compared to three-
quarters (75%) of companies with 100–999 employees. 
And of those who estimate employee satisfaction with 
their benefits to be low, 92% of them are employers with 
fewer than 50 employees.

Only 27% of employees who 
work for companies with <50 
employees say their benefits 
address their financial  
health well

Given these trends, it isn’t surprising that employees of 
small businesses report lower overall satisfaction with 
their benefits and lower overall happiness at their jobs. 
This also impacts their well-being. 

Of employees who say they aren’t happy 
at their jobs, nearly 4 in 10 (39%) work at 
companies with fewer than 100 employees

Small-business employees’ well-being
Percent of workers who agree

My organization offers 
adequate mental 
health support

Money/finances is  
a major cause of  
stress in my life

The pandemic has 
caused me to delay  
my retirement

In addition to reporting low overall well-being, nearly 
a third (32%) who work at companies with between 
5–99 employees rate their benefits understanding as 
“low” compared to just 21% who work at companies 
with between 100–999 workers. Forty-one percent of 
workers at 5–99 employee companies also report low 
confidence with their selections vs. 21% at companies 
with 100–999 employees.

It’s understandable that, in 2020, small businesses were 
focused primarily on survival. However, data shows 
clear room for improvement when it comes to benefits 
communication and education. 

53%

<50 
employees

1,000+ 
employees

36%

43%52%

65%86%
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Nearly 4 in 10 employers provided 
employees with resources and 
support for a healthy home 
workspace in 2020



Workforce health suffered during the pandemic due to neglect 
and lack of access to care

The pandemic has taken a toll on many Americans’ 
physical  health — even for those who didn’t contract 
COVID-19. Overall, 21% of employees agree the 
pandemic has negatively impacted their physical health, 
including their fitness level, weight, and diet. 

The pandemic’s impact on nutrition and exercise habits
Percentage of workers who agree

30% 23%

My eating habits 
haven’t been as good 

during COVID-19

I’ve had less time 
to exercise during 

COVID-19

Many workers also report skipping routine medical care 
and preventative screenings during the pandemic. This 
could produce negative public health consequences in the 
future, specifically around cancer. According to a recent 
study by the NIH, a third of American adults have missed 
recommended cancer screenings during COVID-19.²⁵

1 in 3 workers say they skipped a routine 
medical appointment or screening because  
of the pandemic

Oral health in 2021 also trended slightly lower than 
in 2020, with 1 in 4 workers reporting they’d avoided 
dental visits during the pandemic.²⁶ Still, overall, only 
15% of American workers feel COVID-19 has negatively 
impacted their oral health.²⁷

Another aspect of physical well-being that took a hit during 
the pandemic was musculoskeletal health. Remote work 
meant many workers were spending days hunched over 
laptops at their kitchen tables, missing the ergonomically 
designed office furniture they were used to. 

Nearly 1 in 5 (17%) employees say their home 
office space isn’t ergonomic and negatively 
impacts their health during the pandemic

To help employees cope, several employers took steps to 
care for their employees’ physical health beyond offering 
core medical benefits. Some provided resources for a 
healthy home workspace (37%), some shared resources 
on nutrition and exercise (32%), while others offered 
remote fitness classes (20%). However, many employers 
didn’t do anything to address the health challenges faced 
by their employees’ health during the pandemic.

60% of Americans say they’re 
concerned about how increased 
screen time during the pandemic 
would affect their vision health²⁸

More screen time during the pandemic due to  remote 
meetings and virtual events meant ophthalmologists 
saw an increase in eye strain complaints. This resulted in 
a slight decline in the percentage of workers who rated 
their vision health excellent or good (39% in 2021 vs. 
41% in 2020). 
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Few changes have been made to insurance benefit offerings 
and employee elections

As we’ve seen, the pandemic brought dramatic changes 
to organizations in areas like remote work and paid leave 
policy. But one area that didn’t see a major shift was 
insurance benefits adoption. 

Nearly half (48%) of employers say COVID-19 
made them more aware of employees’ well-
being, but most (56%) didn’t make any changes 
to their benefits offerings 

Younger, smaller organizations likeliest to make 
insurance benefits changes

72%  
of organizations 

between 500–999 
employees

vs.

50%  
of organizations  

with 5000+ 
employees

76%  
of organizations in 
business 5–9 years

vs.
38%  

of organizations in 
business 20–29 years

Most organizations that added coverage added 
medical insurance (55%), but more than a third (36%) 
of employers who added benefits opted to add life and 
hospital indemnity insurance.

There was also a slight uptick in certain voluntary benefits. 
Pet insurance increased with the rise in “pandemic pets.” 
Likewise, more employers offered prepaid legal services, 
likely because the pandemic prompted more Americans 
to make a will.

Percentage increase in certain voluntary benefits  
from 2019

ID theft insurance +22% (14% overall) 

Prepaid legal +36% (15% overall)

Pet insurance +33% (8% overall)

7 in 10 workers made no changes to their 
benefits elections due to COVID-19

Most workers (70%) didn’t make many changes to their 
coverage, but where there was change, life insurance saw 
increases both in coverage and in those electing it for the 
first time.

11% of workers increased life 
insurance coverage and 7% 
enrolled in life insurance for  
the first time in 2020

Younger workers were overall more likely to elect new 
or different benefits coverage due to COVID-19. Of 
employees who said the pandemic had no impact on 
their selections, 28% percent were Gen Z and 26% were 
millennials, while 46% were Gen X and 58% were boomers.

Employees who made changes to their benefits were also 
more likely to be racial minorities. 

Percentage of racial and ethnic minorities who made 
benefits changes as a result of the pandemic

31% 38%

African 
Americans

 

Hispanics White 
Americans

19%

This may be because nearly half of African Americans (48%) 
and Hispanics (45%) say they’re living paycheck to paycheck 
compared to 38% of white Americans. Therefore, they likely 
rely more on benefits for financial stability. 
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Workers who agree their 
company responded well to 
the social justice issues of 
2020 tend to be more loyal



More employers support inclusion, diversity,  
and social justice issues

In addition to the pandemic, racial and social justice 
news dominated 2020 headlines. Following the deaths 
of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor, tens of thousands 
participated in Black Lives Matter protests.

But activism wasn’t limited to the personal sphere. More 
employees demanded companies take a stand on social 
justice causes, ushering in a new era of corporate activism. 
In fact, corporate America has pledged millions of dollars 
to social justice causes since George Floyd’s death.²⁷

More than half (56%) of workers who agree their 
employers are appropriately responsive to social 
justice issues want to stay with their employer 
10+ years compared to 38% who disagree

This mirrors employees’ attitudes about inclusivity more 
broadly. Sixty-eight percent strongly agree it’s important 
to work for an employer that creates an inclusive 
workplace culture. And employers have responded in 
many ways, from starting Employee Resource Groups 
(ERGs) to communicating more frequently and simply 
talking about these issues more.

Ways employers responded to social justice  
and inclusion issues
Percentage of employers who support these responses

53%Encourage open 
dialogue in workplace

Collect employee 
feedback

Donate to social 
justice causes

Proactive outreach  
to employees of color

Issue a statement

44%

43%

35%

32%

Fortunately, employees on the whole are noticing and 
appreciating their employers’ efforts. Between 2020 and 
2021, more agreed their employers’ approach to workplace 
culture and benefits was more inclusive during the pandemic.

My employer fosters 
an environment that 
supports diversity and 
inclusion

My employer creates a 
culture that is flexible 
and empathetic

My organization’s 
benefits policies and 
communications are 
inclusive of LGBTQ 
employees

The events of 2020 also prompted many companies 
to reassess their diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) 
strategies. Not only has prioritizing DEI been shown to 
help organizations’ bottom line, there’s also a strong 
connection to employee satisfaction and engagement.²⁸

72% of employees who say 
their employer supports 
diversity are also very happy 
at their jobs compared to 33% 
who say their company doesn’t 
prioritize diversity

Employees who worked for companies that highly 
prioritize DEI strategies were also more likely to want to 
stay longer at their jobs. Fifty-six percent of employees 
who want to stay at their job more than 10 years also say 
their company has an empathetic culture. 

This all points to why developing a DEI and social 
justice response strategy is essential for building 
employee satisfaction and engagement during the 
pandemic and beyond. 

53%

2020 2021

41%

57%52%

54%48%
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Conclusion

The pandemic has left an indelible mark on the way Americans work. To thrive moving forward, organizations must 
rethink their employer-employee contract. While still important, supporting employees now means far more than 
offering a good benefits package. It requires a fundamental shift in mindset around what well-being looks like, extending 
beyond physical health to emotional and financial health as well. While employee perks like in-office lunch and dry-
cleaning pickup were once key to attracting and retaining employees, organizations today must look to bolster their 
staff’s well-being in deeper ways, such as strengthening paid leave policies and telecommuting practices.

Paid leave 

• Paid time off (PTO) programs, which group all time off 
reasons into a single category, give employees greater 
flexibility to take time off when they need it and for 
whatever purpose.

• Paid family and medical leave policies permit workers 
to take time for parental bonding or to care for sick/
injured loved ones.

• Paid sick leave allows employees to receive pay when 
they are sick and unable to work or should not be 
working around others. 

Flexible work arrangements

• Telecommuting will be a part of the work landscape, 
post-pandemic and beyond. Investing in collaborative 
technology and communicating regularly with employees 
helps maintain connection and boosts productivity.

• Flexible scheduling allows employees to adjust their work 
hours to accommodate their personal situation, such as 
caregiving responsibilities, child care, or health conditions.

Benefits technology

• Benefits administration platforms expedite the 
shift from paper-based to digital benefits processes 
and make enrollment easier for employees, while 
streamlining management for employers.

• Digital decisioning tools help employees understand 
which benefits to enroll in given their needs.

• Digital benefits communications via multiple digital 
channels (e.g., mobile devices, email) improve employee 
understanding of and experience with their benefits. 

Well-being resources 

• Employee assistance programs (EAPs) typically 
offer a range of services including mental health and 
substance abuse counseling, crisis intervention, and 
financial, legal, and other wellness services like nutrition 
and exercise guidance.

• Wellness initiatives that promote better nutrition, 
fitness, and overall health awareness are popular with 
employees and provide a way to supplement care from 
medical professionals.

• Telehealth offers medical and dental consultations, 
evaluations, diagnosis, and treatment using a variety of 
digital and online channels. Virtual access to health care 
professionals is particularly appealing to busy single 
parents, persons with disabilities, or restrictive health 
conditions, and those living in areas where access to 
health care is limited.

• Mental health resources, from access to counselors 
to meditation apps, are key to helping employees cope 
with stress during the pandemic and beyond. 

Diversity, equity, and inclusion

• Diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) strategies 
provide a framework of resources and policies that can 
help ensure all employees feel supported and included. 
Prioritizing DEI is tied to higher employee engagement 
and satisfaction.

• Social justice responsiveness has rapidly become an 
important area of focus for organizations as employees 
increasingly desire and expect their employers to take 
a stand on important issues. Developing a strategy that 
aligns with your company’s values and strengths will 
help determine appropriate ways to respond.
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Appendix

Methodology and sample characteristics
The Guardian 10th Annual Workplace Benefits Study was fielded in February and March of 2021 and consisted of two 
online surveys: one among benefits decision-makers (employers) and another among working Americans (employees), 
allowing us to explore benefits issues from both perspectives. Survey data collection and tabulation were managed for 
Guardian by Zeldis Research, an independent market research firm located in Ewing, NJ.

Employer survey
Employer results are based on a national online survey of 2,000 employee benefits decision-makers. Respondents 
include business executives, business owners, human resources professionals, and financial management professionals. 
The survey covers all industries and is nationally representative of US businesses with at least five full-time employees.

Data shown in this report have been weighted to reflect the actual proportion of US businesses by company size based 
on data from the US Census Bureau. The margin of error at the 95% confidence level is +/- 2.2%.

Employee survey
Employee results are based on a survey conducted among 2,000 employees age 22 or older, who work full time or 
part time for a company with at least five employees. The survey sample is nationally representative of US workers at 
companies of at least five employees. 

Data shown in this report have been collected in a way to reflect the actual proportion of US 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 +/- 2.1% at the 95% confidence level.

Unless otherwise noted, all information contained in this report is from the Guardian Workplace Benefits Study. 
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