
November 2019  •  employeebenefi tadviser.com

+ 42 EMPLOYERS THAT BOOSTED THEIR BENEFITS

@EBAadvisernews

Generation Gig
Flexible hours, convenience and purpose — advisers are boosting their 

focus on these benefi ts to help employers land and retain talent.

GENERATION GIG
Flexible hours, convenience and purpose — advisers are sharpening 
their focus on these benefits to help employers land and retain talent

EBA1119_Cover.indd   1 10/24/19   12:00 PM



For additional trusted insights,  
call us at 443-767-7200.

As you wade through the confusing maze of complexities in 
pharmacy benefits, Confidio can be your trusted guide.
In fact, in less than a minute, we can provide insights that speak directly to the quality and value 
of any pharmacy plan recommendation – insights that are likely to drive better patient outcomes, 
minimize member disruption (as you eliminate waste) and expand member satisfaction in ways 
you didn’t think possible.

Do you have a trusted PBM consulting 
partner with the vision and insight to  
help you navigate a clear path to success?

Evaluate the true health of your clients’ employee population by using our 
FINANCIAL HEALTH CALCULATOR: www.confidio.com/EBA
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New Benefits 
for Generation 
Gig
The ever-changing employment 
contract increasingly values flexible 
hours, convenience and purpose.  
How can benefits help employers win 
the new talent war?

BY BRUCE SHUTAN
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options to ensure they’re right for tomorrow (not just today). Give us a look — or a second one. 

Watch us as we work hard for your business.

N180725R Exp. 8/20

Learn more at afl ac.com/brokers
Afl ac herein means American Family Life Assurance Company of Columbus and American Family Life Assurance Company of New York.
WWHQ | 1932 Wynnton Road | Columbus, GA 31999.

005_EBA1119   5 10/28/2019   10:40:29 AM



6   Employee Benefit Adviser   November 2019 

What’s going on 
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10 least stressful jobs
From physical danger to psychological 
stress, some jobs might not be right for 
someone with a low-pressure thresh-
old. A new study ranks the most and 
least stressful jobs.
https://bit.ly/2BBAbQ9

Slideshow

How to increase telemedicine 
engagement
Employees are driving to the doctor’s 
office instead of using telehealth ben-
efits. Here’s why. 
https://bit.ly/2WbkPLP
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What employers really want in a 
benefits broker
Employers are increasingly seeking out 
benefits brokers who can assist them 
with compliance issues. 
https://bit.ly/35PNo5E

Strategy
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There aren’t many industry experts who think more about 
the changing workplace and gig workers than Carolyn Frey, 
chief people officer at Philz Coffee. About 1,000 of the San 
Francisco company’s 1,300 employees are barista team 
members, and most have multiple jobs to make ends meet. 
Contributing writer Bruce Shutan interviewed Frey and 
others to report on the benefits for the rising number of gig 
workers for this month’s feature, “Generation Gig” (page 16).

Shutan. a freelancer for nearly 20 years, was a natural 
to write the story. A former managing editor at Employee Benefit News, various gig as-
signments have landed him bylines in more than 100 publications over the years.

“When an editor isn’t breathing down my neck on a writing deadline, it’s difficult 
to resist the pull of never-ending household chores and errands. And in the absence 
of water cooler feedback from colleagues, sometimes it feels as though I’m writing in 
a lonesome vacuum. But those gripes are easily slayed by the pure joy of being your 
own boss and using any solitude to your advantage,” he told me. 

In researching and reporting the latest topic, “it felt like I was part of my own 
story to some extent.” Although he has written extensively about employee benefits, 
the gig economy was ironically a new topic for him. How does he manage his own 
healthcare benefits and retirement savings? And what gig economy benefits are 
most enticing to him, I wondered. He noted that he buys his own health insurance 
through Oregon’s state-run health insurance marketplace under the Affordable Care 
Act. 

At Philz Coffee, those working just 20 hours a week can qualify for benefits, which 
include a subscription to a direct primary care practice featuring virtual visits and 
mental health counseling.

“Fortunately,” Shutan says, “I qualify for subsidies to help defer the cost of my 
monthly premiums, and while I have an IRA for retirement savings that have been 
difficult to seed in recent years because of a costly divorce and current desire to buy 
property where I recently moved. If I were lucky enough to be offered any benefits as 
a gig economy worker, I would put health insurance at the top of my list and firmly 
believe it’s the most critically important issue in our industry. But I also find the con-
venience services or lifestyle benefits, as well as financial wellness programs, to be 
very enticing.” —Walden Siew

From the Editor

The “pure joy” of being your own boss is one advantage. 
Finding good benefits is another story.

Gig life

FOLLOW 
THE 
LEADER

From short gems of wit 
and insight to valuable 
observations, our Twitter 
feed provides a real-time 
connection to an influential 
community of benefits 
decision makers.

STAY 
CONNECTED.
STAY 
ENGAGED.

JOIN THE CONVERSATION 

@EBAMAGAZINE
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Outlook

Is technology friend or foe 
for benefits enrollment?
HR and benefits tech will alter another enrollment season, 
BenefitVision CEO Ronald Kleiman says.

Another open-enrollment season is under 
way, but it’s bound to look different from 
the previous year. One major reason: HR 
and benefits technology, which keep mov-
ing the goal posts from both a tactical and 
strategic standpoint.

Ronald Kleiman, CEO of BenefitVision, a 
partner firm of U.S. Retirement & Benefits 
Partners specializing in benefits commu-
nication and enrollment, explains how the 
digital landscape is changing the face of 
benefits enrollment.

How can constantly changing HR and 
benefits technology and the exploding 
use of smartphone apps serve to ease 

open enrollment for employers and their 
employees alike?

That’s the biggest challenge and prob-
lem that we’re facing in our enrollment 
industry. Self-service is creeping from what 
started out with large employers to midsize 
employers and now to the small employer 
market. Self-service is an oxymoron. If 
you’re doing it yourself, it’s not service. But 
the greatest issue is it doesn’t help any-
body understand their benefits. It doesn’t 
engage them. It doesn’t help them make 
their decisions. It doesn’t inform them so 
they can make their decisions.

What’s interesting is people are now 
looking at their smartphones instead of 

How employers perceive the 
complexity of managing benefits

Low complexity, 8%

Moderate complexity, 33%

High complexity, 59%

Source: The Guardian Workplace Benefits Study

doing that. So as long as someone’s 
not being pushed to enroll for stuff, I 
think that is a major asset.

Where do you see technology 
headed in terms of its capabilities for 
benefits enrollment?

It’s going to evolve onto that small-
er screen off of the computer, and I 
think it needs to. We need to translate 
that where it works on the handheld 
screen. Our firm’s technology will fit on 
the screen and resize itself, but that’s 
not quite the same as being designed 
to fit on that screen. I think the next 
step forward is going to be to look at 
that screen as an end result, not an 

By Bruce Shutan

computers, and we need to 
come up with better technol-
ogy across the board. Our 
enrollment apps won’t fit on a 
smartphone where people can 
see it. But in itself, that doesn’t 
change the equation that’s go-
ing to help people understand 
those benefits and help them 
make better decisions. If we 
want to really help employees 
understand their benefits and 
appreciate their benefits, it’s 
not just the technology. It’s 
how are we going to engage 
them and help them make 
those decisions.

How can employers actually 
engage their employee popu-
lations to make better choices?

You want employees to 
know why it is so important 
that they understand and ap-
preciate those benefits, that 
it will cut your turnover and 
costs. You need to give them 
someone to talk to whether it’s 
done through your HR depart-
ment or however you do it. Em-
ployees want someone to help 
them with the process. People 
just are passive. You also need 
to give them more choices. 
People love having more 
benefits. And if you’re using an 
enrollment firm, you can now 
pay for the enrollment firm by 

Bruce Shutan is an Employee Benefit Adviser contributing writer in Portland, Oregon. “If we want to really 
help employees 
understand their 
benefits and appreciate 
their benefits, it’s not 
just the technology. It’s 
how are we going to 
engage them.”

Nationwide, the Nationwide N and Eagle, and Nationwide is on your side are service marks of Nationwide Mutual 
Insurance Company. ©2018 Nationwide. 18GRP5592

Why o� er Nationwide pet insurance?
•  It’s one of the fastest-growing and most-used voluntary benefi ts
•  Increases the value of your overall portfolio o� erings
•  Enhances clients’ benefi ts packages without adding any cost
•  Helps clients increase employee attraction, engagement and retention

800-874-0704  •  petinsurance.com/eba

Add value to your 
portfolio—without 
adding costs

VOLUNTARY BENEFIT
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Outlook

doing that. So as long as someone’s 
not being pushed to enroll for stuff, I 
think that is a major asset.

Where do you see technology 
headed in terms of its capabilities for 
benefits enrollment?

It’s going to evolve onto that small-
er screen off of the computer, and I 
think it needs to. We need to translate 
that where it works on the handheld 
screen. Our firm’s technology will fit on 
the screen and resize itself, but that’s 
not quite the same as being designed 
to fit on that screen. I think the next 
step forward is going to be to look at 
that screen as an end result, not an 

accommodation, and look at it not 
just to put it there, but hopefully as a 
part of the process of engaging the 
employee.

How do you see benefits commu-
nication evolving around changing 
technology?

People don’t read anymore. It’s just 
absolutely stunning. So putting it there 
on an app as opposed to brochures 
and all the prep material, the use of 
text messages throughout the year I 
think is going to get better and better 
as we get smarter about using the 
available technology to effectively 
communicate benefits. EBA

computers, and we need to 
come up with better technol-
ogy across the board. Our 
enrollment apps won’t fit on a 
smartphone where people can 
see it. But in itself, that doesn’t 
change the equation that’s go-
ing to help people understand 
those benefits and help them 
make better decisions. If we 
want to really help employees 
understand their benefits and 
appreciate their benefits, it’s 
not just the technology. It’s 
how are we going to engage 
them and help them make 
those decisions.

How can employers actually 
engage their employee popu-
lations to make better choices?

You want employees to 
know why it is so important 
that they understand and ap-
preciate those benefits, that 
it will cut your turnover and 
costs. You need to give them 
someone to talk to whether it’s 
done through your HR depart-
ment or however you do it. Em-
ployees want someone to help 
them with the process. People 
just are passive. You also need 
to give them more choices. 
People love having more 
benefits. And if you’re using an 
enrollment firm, you can now 
pay for the enrollment firm by 

Bruce Shutan is an Employee Benefit Adviser contributing writer in Portland, Oregon. 

BenefitVision CEO Ronald Kleiman says 
the digital landscape is changing the face 
of benefits enrollment.

“If we want to really 
help employees 
understand their 
benefits and appreciate 
their benefits, it’s not 
just the technology. It’s 
how are we going to 
engage them.”

Nationwide, the Nationwide N and Eagle, and Nationwide is on your side are service marks of Nationwide Mutual 
Insurance Company. ©2018 Nationwide. 18GRP5592

Why o� er Nationwide pet insurance?
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•  Increases the value of your overall portfolio o� erings
•  Enhances clients’ benefi ts packages without adding any cost
•  Helps clients increase employee attraction, engagement and retention

800-874-0704  •  petinsurance.com/eba

Add value to your 
portfolio—without 
adding costs

VOLUNTARY BENEFIT
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Steps to move beyond the 
benefits status quo

By Nelson L. Griswold

Advanced benefits strategies require time and effort to master, 
but here are some simple steps to implement your plan.

Griswold

Could you win new 
business delivering 
reductions in your 
clients’ year-over-year 
benefits costs of 10%, 
or even 20%? Benefits 
advisers around the 
country are getting 
such results by break-

ing this insane status quo.
These results require a new approach 

to benefits, a different way for advisers to 
work with their clients and for employers to 
purchase and manage healthcare for their 
employees.

“I am beyond frustrated,” one veteran 
Florida broker told me. “I’m out of tools 
to help my clients. Every renewal, I’m now 
forced to carry an increase into every client. 
It’s miserable for both of us.” 

Here’s an increasingly expensive example 
of Einstein’s definition of insanity: Doing the 
same thing but expecting different results.

The more advanced next-generation 
benefits strategies require time and effort to 
master but here are two essential and much-
easier-to-implement steps.

Compensation transparency
Next-generation advisers act in a con-

sultative role that requires the client’s trust. 

One of the biggest obstacles to becoming a 
trusted adviser is the traditional carrier-paid 
compensation model — whether commission 
or a per-member, per-month fee — which 
poses two critical problems. 

First, since we all work for whomever signs 
our paycheck, brokers who take a commis-
sion check work for the insurance company. 
Period. Second, your clients rarely know how 
or how much you get paid on their account.

Moving to an employer-paid fee-for-ser-
vice model, whenever possible, is the obvious 
solution, so your clients now know whom you 
work for, how you get paid, and how much 
you are paid. This transparency instantly 
will improve your client relationship and is 
foundational to your becoming a trusted 
next-generation adviser.

Fully insured health plans will never 
reduce your client’s cost of healthcare, 
necessary to produce premium reductions 
at renewal. The carriers’ financial model, 
especially under the ACA’s medical loss ratio 
rules, requires cost increases in healthcare 

to drive up carrier revenue to 
increase their profits. 

Alternative funding
Next-generation advisers, 

whenever possible, are moving 
their small- to mid-market 
clients into alternative funding 
with level-funded plans — but 
only those plans that return to 
the employer unused claims 
dollars at the end of the plan 
year. 

Of course, not all groups 
will meet the underwriting 
requirements of these plans. 
But those employers that do 
qualify will pay only for the 
healthcare their employees 
actually use, saving themselves 
the difference between premi-
ums paid and claims paid, less 
the administrative fees. 

But alternative funding is 
merely the beginning, not the 
end.

The best level-funded plans 
incorporate proven cost-
containment programs that 
manage the healthcare supply 
chain — the medical proce-
dures and healthcare ser-
vices that employees buy — to 
reduce the cost of healthcare 
and the cost of the plan itself.

These best-of-breed 
level-funded plans are saving 
employers 10% or more of 
their year-over-year benefits 
spend. 

Move beyond the benefits 
status quo and make next-
generation benefits your com-
petitive advantage.  EBA

Nelson L. Griswold, an Employee Benefit Adviser columnist, is an agency growth consultant and author of DO or DIE: Reinventing your benefits 
agency for post-reform success.

Next-generation advisers act in a 
consultative role that requires the 
client’s trust. One of the biggest 
obstacles to becoming a trusted 
adviser is the traditional carrier-paid 
compensation model.
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How to create a targeted 
client testimonial 

By Jack Kwicien

Let them do the bragging for you as you build a small library
of niche narratives.

Kwicien

“Self praise, no glory,” 
goes the old saying. 
Hopefully you are 
ahead of your annual 
sales and retention 
goals. But if, like the 
majority of advisers, 
you are struggling to 
attract new client rela-

tionships while retaining your existing client 
base, client testimonials can be a powerful 
tool in your marketing kit.

I can hear some of you saying, “We 
already have a few one- or two-sentence 
quotes about how helpful our team has 
been.” What I’m advocating for is creating a 
small library of client testimonials, ones that 
address specific capabilities, attributes, out-
comes and results — and then proactively 
incorporating those client testimonials into 
your marketing efforts.

Where should you start? Think about your 
best clients. They can be your largest clients 
with local brand name recognition or your 
most loyal clients with the longest tenure 
with your firm. They could be your fastest-
growing clients or clients for whom your 
team performed at an extremely high level, 
thereby creating enormous value. Hopefully, 
these clients perceive you as their trusted 
adviser.

But let me be clear: I am not talking about 

passively waiting around for odd client trib-
utes. I’m asking you to consider developing 
a proactive campaign to generate targeted 
client testimonials.

Let’s look at how this strategy can be 
implemented.

Once you’ve identified some of your best 
clients, consider the brief narrative you can 
build around what you have done for them 
and their employees. Consider it a mini case 
study.

And since you know best what you did on 
the client’s behalf and what the results were, 
you or someone on your team needs to draft 
the testimonial. Yes, you need to draft the 
testimonial since you know what needs to be 
emphasized from a marketing perspective. 
After all, you are promoting your business. 
You also want to make it easy for your client. 
So do the work for them and then let them 
give you permission to use the testimonial 
and their brand name to develop your mar-
keting message.

Consider some of the following situations 
as themes to serve as the focal points of your 
testimonials.

Helping clients to, for example:
• Revamp their major medical coverage and 

employer contribution to reward participa-
tion in their wellness plan.

• Develop a multiyear benefits strategic plan.
• Improve their benefits communication and 

enrollment strategies.
• Educate their employees 

to become more informed 
consumers of healthcare.

• Bend the healthcare cost 
curve and reduce their insur-
ance premiums.

• Institute a self-funded plan.
• Adopt an onsite clinic or 

alternative pharmacy benefit 
program for better service at 
a lower cost.

• Supplement their existing 
employer-paid benefits with 
voluntary benefits.

• Improve their employee re-
tention through more effec-
tive employee engagement.

• Leverage technology to 
make benefits information 
more readily accessible.

• Communicate more effec-
tively about their benefits 
offerings in their recruiting 
efforts.
This is just a representative 

sampling of topics, but you get 
the point about crafting client 
testimonials. 

Here’s how: Draft one or two 
paragraphs about what you 
did for the client and the end 
results. Once polished, discuss 
the draft with your client and 
secure their approval to use 
it in your marketing. The best 
part of this approach is that 
your clients will be “bragging” 
for you using real-life case 
study examples.

Being endorsed as a sub-
ject matter expert and trusted 
adviser is very compelling 
— and a winning marketing 
strategy. EBA

Jack Kwicien, an Employee Benefit Adviser columnist, is a managing partner at Daymark Advisors, a Baltimore consultancy.
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Planning for producer 
success

By Wendy Keneipp

As we approach the end of the year, this is the perfect time 
to establish a planning habit with your sales team.

Keneipp

As we coach produc-
ers, there’s a common 
theme that holds 
them back: a lack of 
planning and account-
ability. It’s completely 
unnecessary and 
easily remedied. But 
for whatever reason, 

agencies seem to feel sales teams are off 
limits when it comes to setting expectations 
and monitoring results.

We hear, “Producers have the ultimate 
accountability because they’re paid on com-
missions.” I get that, but commissions are 
a lagging indicator and only tell you what 
has, or hasn’t, already happened. If it hasn’t 
happened, there are many people in the 
agency who suffer. It’s not just the producer’s 
personal income on the line here.

New business keeps the agency en-
ergy high. It keeps new revenue flowing in. 
It keeps the competition on their toes. It 
provides internal team members new career 
opportunities. It provides more possibility for 
bonuses and/or retirement funding.

If a producer isn’t producing, it’s also the 
agency brand on the line. That person is out 
there representing your company and clearly 
not connecting with prospects in a compel-
ling enough way to for them to say, “Yeah, I 

want to do business with these guys.”
Setting your sales team up for success is 

one of the best investments in leadership 
time you can make. Everything else that 
happens in the agency is completely depen-
dent on production. So it stands to reason 
that producer development and production 
should be a top priority for leadership.

As we approach the end of the year, this is 
the perfect time to establish a planning habit 
with your sales team. Plan now for success 
next year and then spend the year following 
the plan you’ve set up. It will make the pro-
ducer feel more confident in their activities 
and goals, and it will make leadership more 
confident in reaching the agency goals.

A good plan should include a few key 
items.

A review of where you are today.
· Take an honest assessment of what’s 

working and not working.
· Describe what you see and what needs 

to change to achieve goals.
· Do an analysis on the book of business. 

What do the numbers say?
A projection of where you want to go.
· Write a description of the ideal client you 

are targeting.
· Set goals for the sizes and number of 

these ideal clients you’ll write.
· Make projections for revenue, retention, 

conversion ratios, close ratios.
A plan of how to get there.
· Define the key results you 

need to hit and what the con-
sistent behaviors are that will 
get you there.

· Identify specific prospects 
that fit the ideal target profile.

· Outline the accountability/
coaching/mentoring that’s 
going to help you stay on track 
with the plan and meet your 
target goals.

It’s common to hear objec-
tions from leaders who say 
that producers don’t want 
accountability and oversight. 
But when we talk with produc-
ers, it’s common to hear they 
wish they had more account-
ability and coaching from their 
leaders.

Don’t put the onus on the 
producers for not wanting 
coaching as an excuse to not 
do the hard work and have 
potentially difficult conversa-
tions with them. They want 
it and need it. Your agency 
needs it. It may be uncom-
fortable to get started, but 
with a documented plan and 
consistent follow-through on 
the plan and the coaching 
conversations you have with 
them, you’ll start to see clearly 
improved results. EBA

Wendy Keneipp, an Employee Benefit Adviser columnist, is a partner with Q4 Intelligence, a St. Louis-based consulting firm for insurance and 
benefits agencies. Follow her on Twitter at @WendyKeneipp.

Setting your sales team 
up for success is one of 
the best investments in 
leadership time you can 
make.
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By Bruce Shutan

The nine-to-five workday is dead, and it’s been 
supplanted by the rise of the modern gig economy 
— with a workforce bolstered by freelance and con-
tract workers who work when needed with flexible 
hours to meet new demands.

For HR professionals and benefit advisers, the 
strategic mission at hand is to determine how 
employee benefits and perks can fuel alternate 
avenues of employment to win the talent war. 
But complications in redefining the employment 
contract can stall those efforts if they fail to pursue 
a thoughtful approach. 

Anywhere from 57 million to 75 million U.S. 

workers fall within this segment, according to the 
U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics and the Federal 
Reserve. A 2018 Deloitte research paper noted 
that the number of self-employed individuals is 
projected to triple by 2020 to 42 million. Meanwhile, 
more people toil away on short-term projects as 
full-time employees, juggle part-time jobs or peddle 
multilevel marketing products.

Without a doubt, the desire for more flexible 
work schedules is a driving force behind the gig 
economy. “There’s no such thing as a nine-to-five 
anymore,” notes Robby Peters, vice president of 
business development with Sequoia Consulting 

New 
Benefits For 
Generation 
Gig
The ever-changing employment contract increasingly values flexible hours, 
convenience and purpose. How can benefits and perks help employers win 
the new talent war?
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Group and co-founder of PeopleTech 
Partners. “It’s much more about setting 
your own schedule and being your own 
boss.”

It’s also not so much about 
individuals driving for Lyft or Uber 
or delivering food for Grubhub or 
DoorDash as it is matching their 
skillsets to multiple employers on 
a project basis and aligning their 
interests, he adds. That arrangement 
has worked well for many years in 

Silicon Valley 
where Peters 
says the average 
tenure is less than 
18 months and 
the work is more 
project-oriented. 

It’s easy to 
see why the gig 
economy appeals 
to new generations 
entering into the 
U.S. workforce, 

explains Paul Younkins, founding 
principal and senior consultant 
with TriBridge Partners. “It means 
new stimuli, new ideas, new jobs, 
new vocations, new things to learn 
and opportunities to constantly try 
something new,” he says. 

The gig trend reflects deeper 
appetites for intangibles, a fun or 
caring culture, personalization and 
greater purpose at work, says Jordan 
Peace, co-founder and CEO of Fringe, 
whose perks platform allows for more 
than 85 offerings to be customized for 
workers of all stripes. “It’s about finding 
a workplace where they feel a sense of 
belonging.”

Making life easier
As such, he says employers are 
more attuned to the importance of 
providing lifestyle services to help 
workers strike a better work-life 
balance. Transportation is the hottest 

category across his employer client 
base “because of the simple fact that 
people don’t want to drive anymore.” 
Food and beverage delivery also are 
wildly popular as evidenced by the use 
of Blue Apron or Sun Basket. “People 
hardly have the time to cook, much 
less plan and prep meals each day,” 
Peace says. 

Some of the more unconventional 
offerings he sees come in the form 
of Trilogy Mentors, a K-12 online 
mentorship for working parents who 
want to give their children an edge at 

school, as well 
as clothes-rental 
services provided 
by Le Tote and 
Rent the Runway.

“What’s going 
to make me 
interested in 
coming to work 
for you is not 
half a year at 

6% match on a 401(k),” Peace says. 
“I’m more thinking about the benefits 
that are going to impact me while 
I’m working for you for three to six 
months.”

Few industry practitioners are as 
attuned to rethinking the workplace 
than Carolyn Frey, chief people officer 
at Philz Coffee, who is on the HR 
frontlines of the gig economy. About 
1,000 of the San Francisco company’s 
1,300 employees are barista team 
members and most have multiple jobs 
to make ends meet. 

Just 20 hours a week is the threshold 

to qualify for benefits, which include 
a subscription to the One Medical 
Group direct primary care practice 
featuring virtual visits and mental health 
counseling. Philz pays 75% of any cost-
sharing tab and also offers dependent 
coverage, which Frey says is “quite 
unique in our space.”

While also offering access to 
financial wellness classes, two free 
meals a day for most employees and 

plenty of coffee, 
Philz also has a 
unique scheduling 
approach that 
typically honors 
the preferences 
of team members 
as long as it 
meets the needs 
of the business. 
“The single 

most important thing to them is that 
flexibility,” Frey explains. 

Aligning interests
Length of service is a critical barometer 
for benefits design in the gig economy. 
While a short-term medical policy 
would close any coverage gap for 
people on a 90-day assignment, 
Younkins notes that the benefit 
offering obviously will look different for 
someone on a two-year project whose 
package might more closely resemble 
the package for W-2 staffers. Since 
voluntary benefits are portable, he says 
they may make sense as a baseline 
offering for self-employed individuals 
or temporary workers. 

Benefits selection in the gig 
economy is predicated upon a keen 
understanding of the type of talent 
employers are trying to attract and 
retain. In many cases, Peters says gig 
workers can benefit from a host of 
services that improve financial wellness, 
as well as their employer’s massive 
purchasing power. 

The gig trend reflects deeper 
appetites for intangibles, a fun 
or caring culture, personalization 
and greater purpose at work, 
opines Jordan Peace, co-founder 
and CEO of Fringe. “It’s about 
finding a workplace where they 
feel a sense of belonging.”

Jordan Peace
Co-founder and CEO 
of Fringe

Paul Younkins
Founding principal and 
senior consultant with 
TriBridge Partners

Robby Peters
Vice president of 
business development 
at Sequoia Consulting 
Group and co-founder 
of PeopleTech Partners
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One such tool is Alice Financial, 
which he says helps part-timers with 
modest earning power get the most out 
of their benefits by leveraging pretax 
dollars. Other notable resources include 
Salary Finance, which he says allows 
more favorable loan terms, and Chime, 
one of the nation’s fastest-growing 
bank accounts that allows for payday 
advances. Some vendors are also 
exploring innovative ways that allow gig 
workers to earmark earnings to pay off 
student loans, mortgages or other debt.

On the perks side, Peters cites 
PerkSpot – which provides exclusive 
discounts on travel or entertainment, 
perks and rewards for outstanding 
performance – as a standout offering. 
“Even if it’s a business-to-consumer 
company,” he explains, gig workers will 
receive much lower prices “because the 
employer is out there purchasing on 
behalf of tens of thousands of people, 
as opposed to just one individual.” 

Perks and benefits are expected to 
help fuel the gig economy because of 
fierce competition in the space from 
companies wanting people to work 
for them, according to Peters. A key 
strategy to winning the talent war is 
giving people “a much better experience 
from the flexibility of work hours and 
ultimately recognize there are a lot of 
places in an employee’s personal life 
they can help.”

Cautionary tales
While the gig economy offers Americans 
more flexible work options, it can be 
a slippery slope for employers. There’s 
more quality control in place with a 
W-2 workforce than 1099 independent 
contractors, whether it’s perceived or 
real, Younkins observes. 

For example, he explains that 
employees can be told by law what 
to do and how to do it when making 

promises to customers, then earn a 
raise or be terminated, depending on 
their performance, whereas employers 
have no real influence over contractors 
who don’t have a vested interest in 
the overall culture or organizational 
brand. The danger, of course, is that 
organizations run the risk of losing 
business with a workforce that’s not 
adequately vetted and performing at a 
high level.

One troubling aspect of this 
employment trend is how it might 
affect retirement security. “Gig-only 
workers that are going to be a huge 
problem unless something changes,” 
cautions Jack VanDerhei, employee 
benefit research director with the 
Employee Benefit Research Institute 
(EBRI). At a time when the retirement 
readiness of 401(k) plan participants 
already has been called into question, 
he worries about gig workers who don’t 
have access to an employer-sponsored 
savings plan.

At EBRI’s 2018 Policy Forum, 
VanDerhei suggested the gig economy 
more than likely will increase by 4% 
the retirement deficit for the youngest 
cohort examined in his research 
simulation, ages 35 to 39. This would 
exacerbate the $4.13 trillion shortfall for 
workers age 35 to 64. For gig workers, 
he says this scenario is “devastating” 
while from a public-policy perspective 
the magnitude is “absolutely a truly 
significant increase in deficits.” EBA

“There’s no such thing as a 
nine-to-five anymore,” says 
Robby Peters, vice president of 
business development at Sequoia 
Consulting Group and co-founder 
of PeopleTech Partners. “It’s much 
more about setting your own 
schedule and being your own 
boss.”

Bruce Shutan is an Employee Benefit Adviser contributing writer in Portland, Oregon. 

Relying 
on remote 
Remote workers were once the rare 
exception, but they are now becoming 
the norm as more employees across 
the country clamor for the bene�t. 
Employers who give workers �exible 
schedules and the possibility to work 
remotely have seen increases in worker 
satisfaction and productivity, as well 
as retention.

Employees who work remotely 
are on the rise 

54% of employers o�er 
schedule related bene�t programs 
to increase employee retention

2012
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By Caroline Hroncich

42 employers that boosted their 
benefits in 2019 
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There’s no simple way to overcome the rising  
claims trend in today’s market. But we know  
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From fertility benefits to options for gig workers, companies made significant changes to 
their packages this year. 

From student loan repayment to paid 
parental leave — so far this year com-
panies in a variety of industries have 
taken ample opportunity to expand 
their benefits. Employers are expand-
ing benefits packages as a strategy to 
remain competitive in an extremely tight 
labor market.
    Industry giants Amazon, Berkshire Ha-
thaway and JPMorgan Chase in March 
finally announced the name of their 
joint healthcare venture Haven — and a 
new mission: to simplify health benefits 
for their employees. 
    A host of companies including  
Bloomberg, Diageo, Hewlett Packard 
Enterprise and J.M. Smucker boosted 
their parental leave benefits offerings, 
and others including Advance Financial 
and Travelers Insurance added student 
loan repayment benefits. 
    Here’s a look at companies that made 
big changes to their benefits packages 
this year. 

Advance Financial
The financial services company added 
both a student loan repayment and a 
paid parental leave benefit. Advance 
Financial will repay up to $12,000 of 
each employee’s debt over six years. Its 
program, through provider Gradifi, also 
includes options for employees to refi-
nance or consolidate their student debt 

and receive counseling on how  
to eliminate the rest of their debt.
In addition to the new student loan 
benefit, employees, both men and 
women, who have been employed at 
the Nashville-based financial services 
company at least 12 months and have 
worked at least 1,250 hours, are eligible 
to receive up to six consecutive weeks of 
paid parental leave following the birth, 
placement or adoption of a child.

AIG
AIG added a surrogacy reimbursement 
benefit and boosted its adoption reim-
bursement benefit in an effort to appeal 
to its increasingly diverse workforce. 
The finance company reimburses U.S. 
employees up to $13,800 of eligible 
surrogacy-related expenses per child. 
Eligible expenses include agency fees 
for the cost of locating and managing a 
surrogacy, legal fees for negotiation of a 
surrogacy contract and domestic travel 
fees associated with the surrogacy ar-
rangement. The company also increased 
its adoption reimbursement per child 
to $13,800 from $7,500. “We’re always 
looking for ways to enrich our employee 
benefit offerings to meet the needs of 
our ever-diverse workforce,” says Justin 
Orlando, senior director of employee 
benefits at AIG. 

26 weeks from 18 weeks for primary 
caregivers. The new benefit, is gender 
neutral, a growing focus among employ-
ers.  Under Bloomberg’s updated policy, 
primary caregivers, regardless of gender, 
will have 24 weeks full paid leave, plus 10 
transition days.

Blackbaud
Blackbaud revamped its financial fitness 
program earlier this year. The software 
company offers its financial fitness 
program through Bank of America.    
The program includes in office train-
ing through four modules that focus on 
financial security, utilizing financial well-
ness benefits such as 401(k)s and HSAs, 

Amazon, Berkshire Hathaway &  
JPMorgan Chase 
The three companies revealed the name 
of their joint healthcare venture Haven 
— and a new mission: to simplify health 
benefits for their employees, more than 
a year after announcing they would 
form an independent healthcare com-
pany for their U.S. employees.

Aramark
Aramark now gives its 130,000 hourly 
employees access to free college tuition. 
The food service, uniform and facility 
giant’s efforts are part of a $90 mil-
lion investment made earlier this year 
in wage and benefit increases and 
additional training and development. 
Eligible employees can apply for the tu-
ition program beginning in October with 
enrollment for the spring 2020 semester.

Bloomberg
Media giant Bloomberg expanded its 
fully paid parental leave program to 
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From fertility benefits to options for gig workers, companies made significant changes to 
their packages this year. 

26 weeks from 18 weeks for primary 
caregivers. The new benefit, is gender 
neutral, a growing focus among employ-
ers.  Under Bloomberg’s updated policy, 
primary caregivers, regardless of gender, 
will have 24 weeks full paid leave, plus 10 
transition days.

Blackbaud
Blackbaud revamped its financial fitness 
program earlier this year. The software 
company offers its financial fitness 
program through Bank of America.    
The program includes in office train-
ing through four modules that focus on 
financial security, utilizing financial well-
ness benefits such as 401(k)s and HSAs, 

setting savings goals and transitioning 
to retirement. The program also includes 
the opportunity to meet one-on-one 
with a Merrill financial adviser.

CSAA Insurance
AAA insurer CSAA Insurance Group 
allows full- and part-time employees to 
use up to 4% of their employer-matched 
retirement benefit to pay down their stu-
dent debt. Once workers contribute 2% 
of their salaries to their 401(k), they can 
choose to direct the remaining 1% to 4% 
of their 6% employer-matched funds 
toward paying down their student loans. 

The benefit is offered through student 
loan repayment plan provider Tuition.io, 
the company says.

Chipotle 
The restaurant chain announced in June 
that its crews can earn up to a month’s 
pay in annual bonuses. To receive the 
bonus, Chipotle’s 2,500 global locations 
need to meet sales and output goals as 
a team, according to a company state-
ment. The benefit is offered quarterly; 
crews who qualify receive checks for an 
average week’s worth of pay. Individual 
restaurants can potentially earn the bo-
nus each quarter, and a month’s worth 

Amazon, Berkshire Hathaway &  
JPMorgan Chase 
The three companies revealed the name 
of their joint healthcare venture Haven 
— and a new mission: to simplify health 
benefits for their employees, more than 
a year after announcing they would 
form an independent healthcare com-
pany for their U.S. employees.

Aramark
Aramark now gives its 130,000 hourly 
employees access to free college tuition. 
The food service, uniform and facility 
giant’s efforts are part of a $90 mil-
lion investment made earlier this year 
in wage and benefit increases and 
additional training and development. 
Eligible employees can apply for the tu-
ition program beginning in October with 
enrollment for the spring 2020 semester.

Bloomberg
Media giant Bloomberg expanded its 
fully paid parental leave program to 
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of extra pay. The chain has paid more 
than $700,000 toward worker bonuses.

Dentons 
The law firm offers workers a breast 
milk shipping benefit through provider 
MilkStork. Staff at the law firm, including 
lawyers, professionals, paralegals and 
business services will be able to access 
Milk Stork at no cost while traveling on 
business. 

Diageo
Diageo boosted family-friendly benefits 
for its more than 30,000 global employ-
ees. The beverage company — which 
manufactures liquor brands including 
Captain Morgan, Ciroc and Baileys — 
will give female employees a minimum 
of 26 weeks of fully paid maternity leave 
following the birth, adoption, surrogacy 
or foster placement of a child. The 
company also added a minimum of 
four weeks of fully paid paternity leave, 
although some markets, including the 
U.S., are increased it to 26 weeks. 

Dig
In March, the fast casual restaurant 
chain rolled out Bravely to a portion 
of its workers. Bravely is a mobile app, 
launched in 2017, that allows workers 
to have confidential conversations with 
third-party professional coaches. So far 
the tool is being used by more than 125 
of Dig Inn’s salaried workers. 

DoorDash
DoorDash signed on to use a new app, 
Stride, which gives freelance workers the 
ability to access insurance and other 
benefits. Max Rettig, head of policy at 
DoorDash says the new app will provide 
their more than 700,000 independent 
workers access to new financial wellness 
benefits.

Fiat Chrysler
The automaker partnered with student 
loan benefit provider CommonBond 
in late January to provide a student 
loan refinancing benefit, which allows 
employees to replace existing loans with 
a new, lower interest rate loan. 
Fiat Chrysler U.S. salaried employ-
ees with student loan debt, as well as 
employees with federal government-
backed Parent PLUS loans, are now 
eligible to refinance these loans through 
the program with preferred terms.

Fingerpaint
Fingerpaint, a marketing agency lo-
cated in Saratoga Springs, is now offer-
ing full-time employees $100 per month 
toward paying down the principal 
balance of their student loans. Finger-
paint employs about 250 people, and 60 
workers are already taking advantage 
of the benefit which is offered through 
Gradifi. 

Hannaford Supermarkets
The supermarket chain, which operates 
181 stores throughout the Northeast, is 
providing qualifying full- and part-time 
associates with six weeks of fully paid 
leave during the first 12 months follow-
ing the birth, adoption or legal place-
ment of a child.

Harry’s
The company, which is known for its 
direct mail service for shaving products, 
started matching 50% of the first 4% 
of employees’ salaries, or 2% maxi-
mum, for its more than 300 U.S. workers 
in January. All regular full-time and 
part-time employees are eligible for the 
benefit, which is being offered through 
provider Betterment for Business.

The Hartford 
Nearly 17,000 eligible U.S. employees at 
The Hartford will soon be able to pay 
down their student loan debt, thanks to 
a new benefit the company is releasing 
early next year. The financial services 
company will pay up to a lifetime total 
of $10,000 toward workers student loan 
debt, contributing the funds directly to 
loan providers each month. 

Hewlett Packard Enterprise 
The tech giant’s more than 60,000 glob-
al employees now have six months of 
paid parental leave following the birth 
or adoption of a child — an increase 
from its previous offering of roughly 12 
weeks of time off. HP Enterprise’s new 
policy is paid at 100% of employees’ 
salary and is available to both mothers 
and fathers. The company now allows 
new parents to work part time for up to 
three years as they transition back to 
work.

Horizon Media
Horizon Media is now offering its 1,200 
employees access to on-site childcare at 
the company’s New York location. The 
media agency, which has 2,000 employ-
ees spread between offices in New York 
and Los Angeles, is providing workers 
subsidized full-time care for children 
ages 6 weeks to 5 years old, and fully 
subsidized emergency back-up care.

Instacart
Like its competitor DoorDash, Instacart 
has invested in a the app Stride to help 
cover benefits for freelance workers. 
Using Stride’s benefits platform, gig 
employees will access health, dental, 
vision, life, accident and disability insur-
ance. They also can utilize perks such 
as prescription discounts, online doctor 

024_EBA1119   24 10/25/2019   1:22:49 PM



EmployeeBenefitAdviser.com November 2019   Employee Benefit Adviser   25

Hannaford Supermarkets
The supermarket chain, which operates 
181 stores throughout the Northeast, is 
providing qualifying full- and part-time 
associates with six weeks of fully paid 
leave during the first 12 months follow-
ing the birth, adoption or legal place-
ment of a child.

Harry’s
The company, which is known for its 
direct mail service for shaving products, 
started matching 50% of the first 4% 
of employees’ salaries, or 2% maxi-
mum, for its more than 300 U.S. workers 
in January. All regular full-time and 
part-time employees are eligible for the 
benefit, which is being offered through 
provider Betterment for Business.

The Hartford 
Nearly 17,000 eligible U.S. employees at 
The Hartford will soon be able to pay 
down their student loan debt, thanks to 
a new benefit the company is releasing 
early next year. The financial services 
company will pay up to a lifetime total 
of $10,000 toward workers student loan 
debt, contributing the funds directly to 
loan providers each month. 

Hewlett Packard Enterprise 
The tech giant’s more than 60,000 glob-
al employees now have six months of 
paid parental leave following the birth 
or adoption of a child — an increase 
from its previous offering of roughly 12 
weeks of time off. HP Enterprise’s new 
policy is paid at 100% of employees’ 
salary and is available to both mothers 
and fathers. The company now allows 
new parents to work part time for up to 
three years as they transition back to 
work.

Horizon Media
Horizon Media is now offering its 1,200 
employees access to on-site childcare at 
the company’s New York location. The 
media agency, which has 2,000 employ-
ees spread between offices in New York 
and Los Angeles, is providing workers 
subsidized full-time care for children 
ages 6 weeks to 5 years old, and fully 
subsidized emergency back-up care.

Instacart
Like its competitor DoorDash, Instacart 
has invested in a the app Stride to help 
cover benefits for freelance workers. 
Using Stride’s benefits platform, gig 
employees will access health, dental, 
vision, life, accident and disability insur-
ance. They also can utilize perks such 
as prescription discounts, online doctor 

visits, checking and savings accounts, 
free mileage and expense tracking, tax 
assistance and filing, and discounts and 
deals on products and services. The 
new platform is now widely available to 
employers.

J.M. Smucker 
Starting next year the Ohio-based 
manufacturer, which is most well-known 
for its jams and peanut butter, is adding 
new benefits including 12 weeks of paid 
parental leave, more vacation time and 
one day of bereavement leave following 
the loss of a pet.

Mars
The global food, petcare and confec-
tionary giant partnered with mobile app 
BetterUp to revamp its employee coach-
ing benefit. BetterUp provides virtual 
leadership development to employees 
by allowing them to chat one-on-one 
with a coach. So far, about 1,800 global 
employees are participating in the pro-
gram, and that number is expected to 
jump to 2,500 next year.

MassMutual 
MassMutual added benefit offerings, 
including coverage of gender identity 
procedures, expanded fertility benefits 
and more paid time off to bond with a 
new child, grieve a death, take care of a 
loved one and volunteer. The company 
added the benefits in January for all 
of the company’s 7,500 full-time and 
part-time employees to attract a more 
diverse talent pool.

Montefiore St. Luke’s Cornwall  
Hospital
Montefiore St. Luke’s Cornwall Hospital 
teamed up with Tuition.io to offer the 
organization’s 1,500 employees a new 
student loan repayment benefit. As 
part of the Hudson Valley, New York-
based hospital system’s new benefit, 
employees will be able to convert their 
unused paid time off into employer 
contributions toward paying down their 
debt. 

Noodles & Company 
Noodles & Company is teaming up with 
the financial app Even to rollout a new 
suite of financial wellness benefits for 
employees. The fast-casual restaurant 
chain will help its nearly 10,000 team 
members with early pay access, budget-
ing and saving money. The benefit will 
be offered via Even’s financial wellness 
app.

Ocean Spray
Ocean Spray began waiving behavioral 
health copays for its roughly 2,000 em-
ployees beginning this summer as part 
of its campaign to better address men-
tal health. The company, which makes 
cranberry drinks and sauces, already 
gives employees access to no-cost be-
havioral telemedicine sessions that they 
can use for counseling services.
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Papa John’s
The pizza chain is offering a tuition re-
imbursement education program, Dough 
& Degrees, in partnership with Purdue 
University Global, to its roughly 20,000 
corporate employees. The program 
covers 100% of tuition costs for under-
graduate and graduate online degree 
programs. 

Postmates
The courier service is offering gig work-
ers free occupational accident insur-
ance, new healthcare options, as well 
as access to free online college courses 
and professional certifications. 
Under the new benefits, couriers will 
receive accident insurance that covers 
up to $1 million of coverage for medical 
expenses incurred from a covered injury 
sustained on active delivery. 

Sprinkles Bakery
Sprinkles Bakery added an instant ac-
cess pay benefit. The company — fa-
mous for its cupcake ATM — has added 
DailyPay, a tool allowing workers access 
to their earning before payday, for its 
650 employees. Sprinkles hopes the 
DailyPay benefit will address employees’ 
financial needs and help its workforce 
better cope with unexpected expenses 
that might fall in between pay periods. 

Starbucks
The coffee giant has bolstered its fertil-
ity benefits, in addition to a number of 
other offerings. Starbucks now reimburs-
es for surrogacy and intrauterine insemi-
nation not covered by health insurance. 
Workers will receive reimbursements of 
up to $10,000 per qualifying event, with 
a lifetime maximum of $30,000.

Sun Life 
Sun Life, a Toronto-based financial 
services, life insurance and benefits 
provider, expanded its paid family and 
medical leave benefits for all of its U.S.-
based employees, giving workers more 
paid time off and the option to take 
time to care for non-family members.
The new program covers approximately 
3,500 employees and goes into effect on 
Jan. 1, 2020.

Sweetgreen
The salad chain expanded its paid pa-
rental leave policy. Sweetgreen updated 
its offering to give new mothers and 
fathers five months of fully paid leave 
after the birth of their child. The benefit 
also extends to adoptive and foster 
parents. 

Target
Target expanded a number of family-
friendly benefits, including paid leave 
and caregiving benefits, to the 350,000 
full- and part-time hourly employees at 
its stores, distribution centers and head-
quarters. The Minneapolis-based retailer 
offers workers 20 days of backup child 
care or elder care through Target’s part-
nership with Bright Horizons network.

Travelers
Travelers is offering a new benefit to 
help its employees tackle student loan 
debt. Beginning in 2020, employees of 
the property/casualty insurer who are 
using the Paying It Forward Savings 
Program toward their student loans will 
also qualify for the company’s 401(k) 
plan matching program.

UMassFive College Credit Union 
The credit union’s new student loan 
repayment benefit uses change from 
employees’ personal purchases to pay 
down the interest of student loans.  
All 125 UMassFive employees have  
access to the benefit through its digital 
platform and app. The benefit is offered 
through loan repayment vendor  
FutureFuel.io. 

Unum 
Beginning next year, employees of the 
insurance company can transfer up to 
five days, or 40 hours of carry-over paid 
time off into a payment against student 
debt through a new program man-
aged by Fidelity Investments.

VF
Maternal, paternal and adoptive parents 
working at the maker of Lee, Vans, 
Wrangler and other brands will have 
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Maternal, paternal and adoptive parents 
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Wrangler and other brands will have 

access to eight straight weeks of paid 
leave. Select employees at the compa-
ny’s retail locations and corporate office 
are eligible. 

Walmart
Starting next year, workers at the na-
tion’s largest employer will have access 
to expanded telehealth benefits includ-
ing a new tool that pairs employees with 
a local doctor. The pilot will give workers 
access to physicians in eight specialties. 
such as primary care, cardiology, gas-
troenterology, endocrinology, obstetrics, 
oncology, orthopedics and pulmonology.

XPO Logistics
The transportation company rolled out a 
new paid parental leave policy this year 
for 47,000 eligible workers, giving pri-
mary caregivers six weeks of leave and 
secondary caregivers two weeks. 

Zappos
The online retail giant offers more 
than 1,500 employees access to online 
acoustic and electric guitars, bass and 
ukulele lessons, thanks to a partnership 
with Fender Play, an app that provides a 
step-by-step guide for users. EBA
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Re:Invent | Retirement

What would an emergency-
savings benefit look like?

By Kenneth Corbin

Benefits experts have some ideas for how employers 
can encourage contributions to rainy-day funds.

An alarming number of workers don’t 
have enough money saved away to 
carry them through even a short-lived 
financial emergency, and experts are 
urging employers to take steps to ad-
dress that shortfall with changes to their 
benefits programs.

Survey data indicate that while sav-
ings rates vary based on a number of 
factors, substantial portions of Ameri-
can workers across income levels could 
face a financial emergency if they were 
hit with sudden medical bills, lost wages 
or other unforeseen expenses, such as a 
major home or car repair.

“Regardless of income we still see a 
significant percentage of people that 

do not have a rainy day fund that could 
cover three months of expenses,” Craig 
Copeland, senior research associate at 
the Employee Benefit Research Institute, 
said on a recent online presentation the 
group hosted.

The AARP has been studying the is-
sue, and recently reported that 53% of 
all American households have no emer-
gency savings. Moreover, the retirement 
group reported a direct link between 
emergency funds and overall financial 
confidence. According to its recent re-
port, Americans with rainy day funds are 
2.5 times more likely to feel confident 
about their long-term financial pros-
pects than those who do not.

“If people are living on such thin 
margins that an unexpected bill requires 
their complete attention and all existing 
resources to address it, it is extremely 
difficult to keep the longer-term in mind 
or to make progress toward longer-term 
goals,” said Genevieve Melford, who 
helps lead a financial security program 
at the Aspen Institute.

As employers increasingly come to 
view emergency savings as part of their 
employees’ financial well-being, more 
have been exploring a separate benefit 
to encourage workers to put away mon-
ey for some unforeseen contingency.

Catherine Harvey, senior policy advi-
sor at the AARP’s Public Policy Institute, 
has been taking a hard look at how 
workplace emergency savings benefits 
could be structured, what features 
would make them most attractive, and 
how employees could be moved to 
actually participate.

“There’s a lot of evidence from 
behavioral science about what makes 
employer-based interventions effective, 
and not surprisingly one aspect of an ef-
fective program to maximize participa-
tion in an employee benefit is to make 
participation really easy,” she said.

“That’s true in 401(k)s, that’s true in 
health programming,” Harvey said. “The 
idea here behind an employer-based 
emergency savings program is let the 
employee define the emergency. Putting 
up rules and barriers, eligibility criteria, 
is just going to frustrate people and they 
won’t use the money when it’s needed 
at that moment.”  EBA
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Kenneth Corbin is a contributing writer in Boston and Washington. Follow him on Twitter at @kecorb.

“The idea here behind an 
employer-based emergency 
savings program is let the 
employee define the emergency,” 
says AARP’s Catherine Harvey.
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5 key steps toward better 
financial wellness

By Caroline Hroncich

Brokers should view themselves as the “quarterback running the 
plays” when bringing financial wellness benefits to employers.

Strategies

Implementing a successful financial wellness 
program is not always easy. Employees are 
increasingly searching for offerings to help 
them pay down debt, manage their money 
and plan for retirement.

The need for better benefits originated 
from the financial crisis in 2008, says Re-
becca Liebman, CEO of LearnLux. Issues like 
a shift from pension plans to 401(k)s and the 
rising student loan debt crisis have all played 
a role in workers’ need for improved financial 
wellness.

One challenge is that employees often 
aren’t open about the financial challenges 
they are experiencing, says Karlos Guerra, 
benefits consultant at Lockton. Employees 
are often reticent to share their personal 
problems, which can make implementing the 

benefits a challenge. 
“[Employees are] not going to come out 

and say they have thousands of dollars in 
credit card debt,” he says.

Regardless, here are some key steps 
brokers and employers can take to ensure 
successful implementation. 

Audit what you already offer
The first step is looking at the benefits the 

employer already offers, Liebman says. But 
beware: Just because a company offers a 
401(k) plan does not mean they have a suc-
cessful financial wellness program.

Conduct an assessment
Employers need to understand the gener-

ational differences among their workforce in 

order to pinpoint key financial 
needs, Guerra says. Millen-
nials may put off saving for 
retirement because they have 
student loan debt. Brokers 
should consider assessing the 
financial issues employees are 
facing. It’s likely that workers 
won’t share problems publicly, 
so private surveys may be the 
way to go.

Create a go-live plan
Once a broker has identi-

fied a best-fit plan, it’s time 
to create a go-live strategy. 
Developing a marketing strat-
egy is key to getting work-
ers excited about financial 
wellness. Advisers should think 
of themselves as the “quar-
terback running the plays,” 
Guerra says.

Drive engagement
Once the employer has 

launched a financial wellness 
program, the first 90 days are 
crucial, Liebman says. Employ-
ers need to encourage workers 
to sign up for the program 
at launch, or risk losing them 
later on.

Learn and iterate
Employers should continue 

to learn and adapt financial 
wellness plans to employees’ 
needs, Guerra says. It may be 
beneficial to regularly survey 
workers to assess their needs 
and challenges. “It’s measuring 
tracking and learning about 
the workforce as they change 
that is key,” he says. EBA
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Caroline Hroncich is a senior editor of Employee Benefit Adviser. Follow her on Twitter at @chroncich1.
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Startup aims to rework benefits, 
benchmark supply chain

By Bruce Shutan

A tech entrepreneur says employee benefit systems still have 
many inefficiencies, and he has a plan to streamline the industry.

Technology

Veteran HR tech entrepreneur Joe Markland 
is on a mission to recruit forward-thinking 
HR, payroll and benefit professionals for a 
new venture that could disrupt the employee 
benefits and human capital management 
space.

Markland wants to do for benefits and 
HCM what low-cost airlines did to commer-
cial aviation. As part of that quest for greater 
operational efficiency and delivering a more 
personalized benefits experience to employ-
ees, he developed a checklist to eliminate 
56 obstacles to success in everything from 
recruiting talent and tracking paid time off 
to purchasing and administering new benefit 
products or services.

Chief culprits include disconnected tech-
nology, too many disparate systems that 

manage employee records, a failure to inte-
grate multiple services into the organization 
as a whole and provide a single resource for 
fielding all employee inquiries, he says.

In a nutshell, his strategic vision is to 
benchmark each part of the widening 
benefits and HCM supply chain, as well as 
prepackage best-in-class HR and benefit 
solutions. The approach also would ensure 
that per employee per month fees from one 
product or service to the next mirror one 
another so that no single part of the supply 
chain is overpriced.

Markland recently co-founded n4one HR 
and Benefits, an HCM that includes benefits 
advisory services. He’s seeking franchisees 
to help leverage in a meaningful way their 
use of technology and guarantee better 

outcomes for employers. “Our 
goal is about 200 locations 
within two years in the top 100 
U.S. markets,” he reports.

Markland believes a com-
bination of unintegrated tech-
nologies and services, along 
with misallocation of financial 
resources and too many touch-
points, has made the current 
ecosystem disconnected and 
costly. As a result, he contends 
that only 15% to 20% of tech-
nology is actually used. These 
practices are clearly unsustain-
able for companies that seek 
better results.

After joining Unum in 1986, 
Markland started his own 
benefits technology firm 12 
years later and shifted into a 
consulting role on HR, ben-
efits and payroll. He likens the 
convergence of these topics to 
smartphones wrapping voice, 
music and camera capabilities 
into a single product. 

The aim of n4one is to 
“operate in a more unified way 
than many of the national 
benefits firms,” according to 
Markland. “One of the prob-
lems with independent organi-
zations is you buy their history, 
and sometimes their history is 
an unwillingness to change.”

Noting that his new com-
pany’s tagline is, “Helping 
employees have a better day,” 
Markland says that’s the pur-
pose of employee benefits. “If 
I get disabled, I have health-
care. Maybe I can’t pay my 
rent or just crashed my car,” he 
surmises. “Maybe what break I 
need in life is not the same as 
it was before.” EBA
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Enrollment communication 
plans still pose challenges

By Stewart Bowling

Employers are satisfied overall with the effectiveness of their 
open enrollment strategies, but obstacles remain.

Employers are satisfied overall with 
the effectiveness of their open enrollment 
communication strategies, but there are 
still obstacles to be overcome, particularly 
during the preparation phase, according to 
Employee Benefit Adviser’s Open Enrollment 
Readiness Benchmark.

In addition to assessing employers’ level of 
readiness, the quarterly survey asks employ-
ers about key issues they face during open 
enrollment (plan design, prep, manage-
ment and analysis) to help benefit advisers 
understand how they can better assist their 
employer clients with managing the open 
enrollment benefits process.

Communications are effective, but still 
pose challenges during open enrollment 

preparation phase. Perhaps the biggest con-
cern for companies is ensuring that they are 
communicating with their employees in the 
most effective way during the open enroll-
ment prep phase.

“The challenge for us is to determine the 
best method for communicating,” says one 
employer. “And how best to reach our entire 
employee base.”

Not surprisingly in today’s digital world, 
the most popular communication channel 
by far is email. 89% of employers use email 
to communicate with their employees, while 
66% use an online portal. The personal 
touch is still valued, however, with in-person 
group sessions (60%) and in-person one-on-
ones (48%) also registering high scores.

Employers consider their 
methods to be working — 
more than 97% believe their 
communication strategies are 
somewhat, very or extremely 
effective.

Some of the reasons HR 
professionals cite for this suc-
cess include: keeping things 
simple; clear communications 
and transparency with costs; 
early and frequent commu-
nication; and being available 
in person to discuss employee 
concerns. The results of 
these communication efforts 
can be seen in the level of 
understanding among their 
employees.

On a scale of 1 to 10 from 
“no understanding” to a “high 
level of understanding,” the 
vast majority of employees 
scored 6 or higher.

Clearly, communication is 
a vital component of open 
enrollment and an area where 
brokers can add significant 
value by helping employers 
get key benefits informa-
tion into employees’ hands. 
Understandably, employers 
are sticking with what’s been 
tried and tested, and for the 
most part are making few 
changes to their communica-
tion methods. Note, however, 
the use of text messaging and 
mobile applications is set to 
nearly double in the upcoming 
enrollment period.

But improvements can 
always be made. During the 
open enrollment prepara-
tion phase in particular, there 
are many challenges. This is 

EFFECTIVENESS OF COMMUNICATIONS STRATEGY MOST RECENTLY DEPLOYED

Source: SourceMedia Research
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reflected in the low readiness score of 22 
(as of Q2 2019) for planning/designing 
communications for employers with a Q1 
2020 benefit start date.

Respondents to the survey articulate 
the issues and certain patterns clearly 
emerge. “Explaining a lot of detailed in-
formation knowing there is a very short 
attention span for employees,” is one 
common theme.

Brokers should plan to address these 
issues in working with their clients. 
Respondents also offer insights on what 
would be beneficial to their employees 
to help them prepare for open enroll-
ment. “A Benefits 101 would likely be 
helpful — basics of terms and designs 

and how they impact the cost of the 
plans,” suggests one employer. Other 
common themes include: benefits edu-
cation throughout the year, not just 
during open enrollment; detailed open 
enrollment meetings explaining all ben-
efits; communication of plan changes; 
and getting the employees to look at 
the information rather than assume 
they know it. Brokers have an oppor-
tunity to show their value by helping 
their clients provide the education their 
employees need.

Overall, open enrollment readiness 
scores (as of Q2 2019) for employers with 
a Q1 benefit start date have a com-
posite score of 51. As the Q2 2019 focus 

shifts toward open enrollment prepara-
tion, this phase’s composite score of 47 
reflects a satisfactory state of readiness 
for this time of the year. On an individ-
ual level for this phase, a high score for 
enrollment timing (71) is very encourag-
ing, with solid scores for setting goals 
(51) and reviewing compliance/eligibility 
issues (48).

However, a low score of 22 for plan-
ning/designing employee communica-
tions should cause concern. A common 
reason for delay is “creating materials 
that are detailed but concise enough so 
that employees will read them.”

The challenge, as one employer says, 
is “making it fresh and engaging.” EBA
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Working with companies as renewal approaches
With employers reluctant to push ahead, it’s vital to start the conversation early.  

ASK THE 
ADVISER

Sponsored by:

Steve Rosenthal
CEO, Triton Benefits 

& HR Solutions

As part of the 
Open Enrollment 
Readiness 
Benchmark’s 
quarterly survey, 
an industry adviser 
answers employer 
questions. Steve 
Rosenthal, CEO of 
Triton Benefits & 

HR Solutions, responds.   
 
Q: With renewal typically only 90 days 
away from a company’s benefits start 
date, how can brokers better assist 
employers before and after this critical 
moment?
A: For companies that have a Jan. 1, 
2020, renewal, carriers are typically 
not sending that out until Oct. 1. So, it’s 
hard to make a decision if you don’t 
know what your renewal looks like. If 
you expect a flat renewal of around 2% 
to 4%, you build it into your budget for 
next year and think, “if my broker can 
get it reduced one or two points, terrific. 

If not, we’ll live with it.” But if it comes in 
around 12% to 13%, now you have to go 
shopping.

Brokers can use the time before 
and during the renewal process to go 
over strategy, offering support such 
as reviewing data benchmarks or 
spearheading an employee survey.

For example, suppose an employer 
currently offers four benefits plans to 
employees, and the data tells us they 
should only have two plans.

You want to start that dialogue in 
advance of the renewal offer as much as 
possible so that when the numbers are 
available at least all the action items 
have been discussed.

In terms of costs to employers, payroll 
and benefits are number two, so they 
really need to be thinking about the 
process sooner rather than later, and 
brokers really need to be initiating the 
conversation in advance of renewal 
time. To help get their clients moving, 
brokers can use something like Microsoft 
Project or Basecamp to chart their 

course. This starts with getting as much 
data as possible and then working 
backward. 

For an end date, you want to make 
sure that the employer’s benefits carrier 
has everything in hand by the last week 
of December. And typically, you want 
to have a solid three to four weeks for 
the employee open enrollment process. 
Working backward, build out a schedule 
and indicate who’s responsible for 
what, so that everyone knows what the 
deliverables and dates are. 

You also need to consider making an 
investment to have benefit admin staff 
that can address the technology side. 
Brokers add a lot of value when they 
understand the open enrollment system 
and can go in and make the changes 
themselves.

The bottom line: No one’s going to 
know and understand the benefits plan 
better than the broker. If you’re going to 
be the broker, make the investment in the 
back office so you can build your agency 

and truly support your clients.  EBA 

Stewart Bowling is SourceMedia’s custom and branded content editor.
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