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INTRODUCTION 

Helping employees stay healthy is an important part of a proactive employee benefits 
strategy, but benefit leaders are quickly recognizing that truly comprehensive wellness goes 
beyond check-ups and bloodwork. Financial wellness is gaining popularity in the realm of 
employee benefits, and both employees and businesses are starting to take notice. 

Finances are a major source of employee stress, and are more stressful than job, 
relationship, health, or any other stressors combined.1 All this stress can negatively impact 
your employees’ productivity, health, and happiness – which can derail your benefits 
strategy and make it harder for HR to achieve your goals. With so much riding on financial 
wellbeing, employers can no longer afford to only offer a retirement account and consider 
their financial wellness program “complete.”

Consumer-driven health plans, student loan debt, retirement savings struggles, and high 
costs of living are just some of the reasons employees are anxious about the state of their 
money. With the right financial wellness solutions, benefit leaders have an opportunity to 
offer powerful support to their employees – and can see these efforts pay off in a big way. 

However, today’s generationally diverse workforce presents significant challenges when it 
comes to addressing employees’ financial guidance needs. Employees have very different 
immediate priorities and long-term goals depending on their life stage, financial education, 
and other individual factors. 

How can you make financial wellness a reality in your workplace? How can you help 
employees address their health and wealth, all while ensuring a valuable return on your 
program investment?

This At-A-Glance guide takes a look at the latest trends and factors impacting 
employees’ financial wellness and success. You’ll learn the real challenges facing your 
workforce, and discover practical solutions to help protect and grow the bottom line for both 
your employees and business.
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1
Why Financial Wellness? 
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A Solution for Employee Stress 

There’s a lot of buzz about general wellness, particularly regarding the effects that stress 
can have on employees. While progressive companies might provide mid-day yoga 
classes, encourage better sleep and diet habits, or offer meditation programs in an 
attempt to squash employees’ everyday stress concerns, these options aren’t hitting at 
workers’ most distracting issue: financial stress. 

59% of employees say that finances are their main source of stress: money issues are 
cited as more stressful than work-, relationship-, or health-related stressors combined.1 

Employees across all generations rank personal finances as their main reason for 
stress, demonstrating a need for financial wellness support across all your workforce’s 
demographics and generational profiles. 

While it may be true that money can’t buy happiness or love (according to The Beatles), 
finances play a huge role in ensuring employees and their families have the baseline 
resources and care they need. Given the importance of finances on everyday life, money 
concerns can cause significant issues for both employees and employers alike. 

How do you define financial wellness? The majority of employees say financial wellness 
means being stress-free and stable when it comes to their finances.1 Unfortunately, there 
is a large disconnect between employees’ financial goals and their reality.

Financial Stress is a Big Problem for Businesses

A whopping 38% of employees feel less than financially well,2 and 49% are struggling just 
to make ends meet each month. Meanwhile, only 37% of employees believe their pay has 
kept up with the rising cost of living.1 

35% of employees report that finances have been a distraction at work, and nearly half 
of those employees admit to spending three hours or more each week thinking about their 
finances or managing issues related to their finances.1 

1 | WHY FINANCIAL WELLNESS?
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More than one-fifth of employees say financial concerns have affected their 
productivity at work. In addition, nearly a third of employees say financial worries 
have impacted their at-home relationships and their health, which can cause additional 
problems (and may even lead to rising claim costs) down the line.1

Finances are a major part of the employee-satisfaction equation (employees work to 
receive a paycheck, after all). In today’s competitive talent market, however, HR is expected 
to offer more finance-related support beyond timely direct deposits and 401k options. 

The right financial wellness program can deliver big benefits for your company, including 
higher employee satisfaction and lower stress rates, better performance, lower healthcare 
costs, and greater employee retention.2 Of employees that experience financial stress, 78% 
say they would be attracted to another company that cares more about their financial 
well-being.1 However, as little as 2% of employers have officially implemented a financial 
wellness program as part of their benefits package.2

Financial Wellness Requires a Personalized, Multi-Faceted Approach

Although nearly all employees can benefit from the right financial wellness program, your 
approach should provide personalized guidance to each employee to help them reach 
their specific goals. Benefit teams can become easily overwhelmed when trying to design 
and implement a program that addresses all the variables involved in reaching financial 
security, especially among each generation. The complex variety of finance-related 
planning, decisions, and maintenance – along with differing levels of financial education 
and comprehension – can leave employees confused and benefit teams struggling to find 
a frustration-free solution.

Each generation in the workforce has unique financial challenges and priorities (including 
the latest generation to join the workforce: Gen Z). Addressing these varied needs can 
require a multi-faceted approach that delivers guidance and support when and where 
employees need it. The right financial wellness support will address a host of cost concerns 
and savings goals (including healthcare, education, retirement, and more) instead of 
focusing on piecemeal issues alone. 

1 | WHY FINANCIAL WELLNESS? (CONT.)
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2 | UNDERSTANDING EMPLOYEES’ FINANCIAL STRUGGLES AND GOALS

Your employees have a wide variety of financial demands depending on their priorities, 
planning, health outlook, and life stage. To help facilitate employees’ desire for stress-
free financial stability, your financial wellness program must be able to accommodate 
a wide range of current financial situations and opportunities. An important first step is 
understanding the different financial challenges your employees are facing.

Healthcare Cost Concerns

For benefit professionals, it’s nearly impossible to consider employee benefits and finances 
without immediately thinking about health coverage. For employees outside of your HR 
department, however, this connection may not be apparent. Despite being the most costly 
benefit for both companies and participants, just 7% of employees consider healthcare 
an important element of their financial success.2 This figure is highly troubling, and has 
major consequences for both employees and employers – especially as consumer-driven 
health plans (CDHPs) remain a prevalent coverage option.

More than half of employees have skipped or rescheduled medical appointments, held off 
on procedures, delayed picking up a prescription, and have even denied electing health 
insurance in an attempt to save money.2 According to one report, one-fourth of American 
adults skipped necessary medical care in 2018 because they were unable to pay the cost.4 

Neglecting necessary care or coverage is an enormous risk for employees’ physical and 
financial wellbeing. Participants can experience costly, urgent, or even life-threatening 
emergencies if they fail to address their health concerns in a timely and appropriate 
manner. While choosing the right plans and saving for medical costs and emergencies 
may seem like an obvious move, some employees might need extra help understanding 
the financial value that comes from smarter decisions – especially if their budgets are 
already tight. 

For example, 17% of Americans are unable to pay their monthly bills – and another 12% 
would be unable to pay their monthly bills if faced with an unexpected $400 expense.4 
This data is especially concerning given that 20% of American adults had unexpected and 
significant medical bills to pay in 2018.4 For some employees, the line between financial 
stability and struggle is incredibly thin. 
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2 | UNDERSTANDING EMPLOYEES’ FINANCIAL  
 STRUGGLES AND GOALS (CONT.)

Plan choice makes a big difference as well. For example, employees considering or 
covered by a high deductible health plan (HDHP) must understand that the benefits of 
this kind of plan go deeper than lower premiums, allowing them to utilize tax benefits and 
save for emergencies with a health savings account (HSAs). Similarly, employees must also 
be aware of the trade-offs involved with an HDHP versus a traditional health plan (such 
as higher upfront costs prior to reaching the plan’s yearly deductible). Eligible participants 
must also understand the importance of fully utilizing their HSA privileges:  
60% of employee health plan participants have an HSA-eligible health plan, yet only 38% 
are actually contributing to an account.1

Employees must know their coverage options and be able to recognize the most effective 
opportunities for saving money – especially saving for emergencies such as urgent 
medical care. Unfortunately, the data suggests that employees aren’t fully leveraging such 
opportunities, and could be putting their financial and physical wellbeing at risk. 

Curbing ineffective coverage behavior begins at enrollment. If employees are enrolled in 
the wrong plan for their needs, they won’t be able to efficiently utilize their coverage or 
manage their costs. However, many employees dislike researching or shopping for their 
benefits, which can make informed coverage selection a challenge on traditional benefit 
enrollment systems. 

You might already have a solution here: a smart and integrated recommendation engine 
within your enrollment platform enables employees to easily select the benefit plans 
that best fit their specific needs. Employees complete a brief questionnaire that identifies 
their health concerns, financial status, risk tolerance, and more. They then receive plan 
recommendations that are tailored to their unique requirements – allowing employees to 
make confident coverage choices, without spending hours translating insurance jargon or 
sifting through tedious plan documents. These recommendations may also be expanded 
to include additional options such as critical illness and accident coverage.
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To facilitate complete financial wellness, a recommendation engine shouldn’t  
serve employees just at open enrollment. Instead, this technology should also apply to 
year-round plan utilization, providing valuable information when and where employees 
need it most. A comprehensive data analytics engine will combine claims data, consumer 
data, and health indicator data to provide a clear and objective view of employees’  
care-related spending, coverage utilization patterns, purchasing patterns, and help 
identify opportunities for cost-effective plan utilization. 

On the Empyrean Platform, automated, personalized messages based on recent claims 
and patterns can help employees better utilize their healthcare coverage, provider choices, 
voluntary benefits, and savings account options. 

For example, imagine your employees receive the following guidance based on their 
claims data:

“Your bill from your recent leg injury just posted. You have enough to cover it through  
your HSA. And you can save $1,200 on your bill by filing for reimbursement using your 
accident coverage.”

Or,

“Congrats on your pregnancy - Connect with your gynecologist through telehealth to save 
time and money. And for your upcoming ultrasound, you can save $200 at one of these 
nearby imaging facilities instead of the closest hospital.”

Robust decision support technology not only enables employees to build better benefit 
packages, but also guides them to use their elected coverage options in a more mindful 
way, and builds a stronger connection between employees’ health and wealth. 

2 | UNDERSTANDING EMPLOYEES’ FINANCIAL  
 STRUGGLES AND GOALS (CONT.)
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Education and Student Debt

An employees’ highest education level can greatly affect their financial wellbeing for a 
number of reasons. While employees with a higher education are likely to have more 
economic mobility that those without one, these employees also face the burden of 
student debt (the typical monthly student loan payment is around $200 to $300).4 Among 
Gen X and Millennial employees with student loans, around 43% admit these loans have 
significantly impacted their ability to meet other financial goals. This number increases 
to half of Baby Boomers with student loans.1 

Keep in mind that while student debt can certainly present an impediment to financial 
security, larger debt amounts do not always correlate with employees’ financial stress 
levels. This is because larger amounts of student debt often (but not always) correlate with 
a higher education level, which is usually associated with higher income jobs (think doctors 
and lawyers, for example).4 Similarly, the financial focus is not necessarily on how much an 
employee might owe in student loans, but rather the way they approach repayment over 
time that can make the biggest difference. 

Student debt repayment assistance can serve as an attractive part of your financial 
wellness offering. And while these programs may seem most valuable for younger 
participants, you may also have older employees who have taken out loans to pay for their 
children’s or grandchildren’s education. Likewise, providing employees with personalized 
guidance towards saving for a higher education or paying off existing student loans can 
help positively impact their cash flow over time.

Different Retirement Perspectives

Retirement options are often viewed as the “meat-and-potatoes” of financial wellness 
programs – but that is no reason to lose sight of their value or necessity. Within today’s 
multi-generational workforce, however, it’s important to understand the different ways 
your employee groups view retirement. 

2 | UNDERSTANDING EMPLOYEES’ FINANCIAL  
 STRUGGLES AND GOALS (CONT.)
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36% of working adults feel their retirement saving is in good standing, yet 25% have no 
retirement savings or pension.4 32% of employees are not saving for retirement at all.1 Of 
these employees, 78% say too many other expenses and 50% say debt are getting in the 
way of reaching their retirement savings goals. In fact, 56% of Baby Boomers say they have 
just $100,000 or less saved for retirement – and 48% of Gen Xers say they have less than 
$50,000 saved up so far.1

Employees who are approaching retirement (such as Baby Boomers) will have a vastly 
different view of retirement than an employee who has just entered the workforce (such as 
Gen Z-ers). Keep these different perspectives in mind when crafting communications and 
educational materials regarding your retirement options. 

For example, Baby Boomers may crave information and guidance to help make sure 
they’re ready for the next chapter of their life. Gen X employees and older Millennials may 
appreciate information that helps them evaluate the current standings of their retirement 
accounts, and perhaps offers a friendly recommendation if a savings catch-up is needed 
to keep their retirement goals on track. Meanwhile, younger Millennials and Gen Z 
employees may be focused on more immediate responsibilities (such as paying off student 
loans, buying a home, or starting a family). Younger employees need help balancing long-
term retirement goals with their current priorities, and might need additional reminders to 
open and contribute to a retirement account in the first place. 

Retirement planning isn’t just about 401k funds, however. 28% of employees are concerned 
about healthcare costs in retirement, and 27% of employees have already withdrawn 
money held in retirement plans to pay for expenses other than retirement – most 
commonly unexpected expenses or medical bills.1 Eligible employees should be reminded 
that they can also leverage their HSA account as a retirement tool, since HSA funds never 
expire.  

2 | UNDERSTANDING EMPLOYEES’ FINANCIAL  
 STRUGGLES AND GOALS (CONT.)
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Other Factors to Consider

The “Sandwich” Generation

Some of your employees may be part of the “Sandwich” Generation: adults who are 
tasked with (or sandwiched between) simultaneously caring for their children and older 
adults (such as elderly parents). These employees are typically Gen Xers or the oldest 
Millennials. For members of the Sandwich Generation, finances can be especially tight 
as they struggle to meet the needs of the very different lives that depend on them. These 
employees can greatly benefit from consistent, high-quality guidance as they navigate the 
challenges of balancing child and elder care. 

Age and Financial Experience

Younger employees are more likely to feel less secure in their finances,2 and may need 
additional support and education to develop a strong financial foundation for the future. 
These employees can benefit most from a simple “set-it-and-forget-it” approach – such as 
opening an HSA and 401k and automatically contributing to these accounts each paycheck 
through direct deposits. 

In addition to offering tax advantages, contributions via direct deposits help employees get 
used to the amount of take-home pay they can expect after attending to their finances. 
This gives them a better sense of how much disposable income they have each pay-
period, which can help when budgeting for short- and long-term goals and purchases.

Individual Situations

It’s crucial that your financial wellness program allows employees to identify, set, and 
achieve their own goals – whether it be saving for a home, starting a family, preparing 
for retirement, building an emergency fund, paying off debts, or something else entirely. 
Often, the employees that can benefit the most from financial wellness support are those 
who are struggling. Therefore, it is imperative that your program is designed to address 
the needs of all levels of financial success and literacy. Whether physical or financial, 
wellness programs work best when they are highly personalized and tailored to each 
employee’s own goals. 

2 | UNDERSTANDING EMPLOYEES’ FINANCIAL  
 STRUGGLES AND GOALS (CONT.)
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3
Making Financial  
Wellness a Reality  
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Employees Need an Objective Action Plan

When it comes to mastering their finances, employees require more than a library of 
pre-packaged educational materials. Employees need a financial wellness action plan: 
relevant and achievable step-by-step guidance that helps them meet their individual 
needs. This kind of insight must take into account the entire scope of an employee’s financial 
picture, including accounts, debts, budget concerns, benefit policies, investments, and more.

The easiest and most effective way to provide this level of financial guidance is through 
your employee benefits enrollment and administration platform. An integrated financial 
wellness and benefits experience provides easy access to these resources, encourages 
sustained engagement, and provides invaluable data and insights into the needs of your 
workforce – which you can then leverage to enrich and optimize your benefits strategy.

Employees want support that empowers them to take control of their finances and tackle 
goals with confidence. The latest innovations in data science and computational processes 
give employees access to truly personalized and objective financial advice that can address 
every income level and stage of life. 

A modern financial wellness tool takes the stress and guesswork out of financial planning by 
considering every element of an employee’s financial needs alongside their responsibilities 
and larger goals. 

Program participants should be able to securely and easily link their relevant accounts (such 
as bank, investment, and credit card accounts) to the financial solution you offer. Linking 
accounts provides employees with a place to view the big picture of their overall financial 
health, which then stays up-to-date as they take steps towards greater financial fitness. This 
also allows for the most accurate number-crunching behind the scenes, fueling the advice 
and feedback employees receive.

Within your program, employees need the freedom to choose their own goals and build a 
personal picture of what financial wellness looks like to them and their family. Participants 
should be encouraged to set target dates for their goals – which can include building an 
emergency fund, paying down debts, growing their child’s college fund, and more. 

3 | MAKING FINANCIAL WELLNESS A REALITY
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3 | MAKING FINANCIAL WELLNESS A REALITY (CONT.)

However, it’s critical that your offering amounts to more than just a financial wish-list, 
because what employees need most of all is guidance. Your financial wellness solution must 
leverage AI to provide employees with step-by-step actions that they can take, complete 
with specific dollar amounts, to keep them moving steadily and realistically towards 
their financial goals.  

Like other modern planning and organizational tools and applications, employees expect 
to be able to visualize their progress at a glance via an easy-to-read dashboard. Your 
financial solution should provide this same functionality and intuitive user experience. 

The right financial wellness tool will not only serve your employees, but will also help 
HR develop a better understanding of your workforce. This technology enables you to 
gather critical data on how your employees are doing financially, the issues that are most 
impacting their financial security, and provides perspective on how different employees 
populations approach financial wellness now and over time.

Incorporating financial wellness within your larger benefits experience encourages 
employees to connect these key concepts together. By combining powerful financial 
technology alongside smarter coverage decision-support, you can provide the tools 
employees need to feel confident in their finances and more focused at work and 
beyond. Plus, you’ll develop a deeper understanding of the matters that are affecting 
and motivating your workforce – and your strategy, team, and business will reap tangible 
rewards in the process.

Develop the Finance & Wellness Connection

Wellness is one of the benefits buzzwords these days, but your employees may not 
immediately align a savings account balance with balancing their health and fitness 
routines. Like a healthy diet, exercise regimen, and a good sleep schedule, financial security 
takes some discipline to achieve and maintain. However, the right plan and tools can make 
reaching success a much easier process.
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Be sure to spend some time educating employees about the importance of financial 
wellness in the broader context of their health and overall wellbeing. Although employees 
are well aware of the role money plays in their day-to-day lives, they may not realize just 
how strongly financial stress can affect their health over time. 

Tailor communications about your financial wellness resources to your different employee 
populations, especially if your program is fairly new. Some employees may be more 
receptive to mailed communications and face-to-face informational sessions, while others 
might respond more readily to email reminders and text messages. Maintain consistent 
communication regarding your financial wellness offering, to encourage even finance-wary 
employees to gain familiarity and engage with your program. Employees want and need 
financial wellness support: 86% of employees say they are likely to participate in such a 
program if offered by their employer.2

Providing tools and technology to help employees stretch their dollars will help demystify 
personal finance and destigmatize financial stress, while making any necessary steps 
clearer and easier to take. As you move to make financial wellness a larger part of your 
overall strategy, find ways to tie in financial wellness to other benefit initiatives to establish 
this topic as a priority across your organization.

3 | MAKING FINANCIAL WELLNESS A REALITY (CONT.)
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CONCLUSION 

Financial wellness is all about helping employees strike the right balance between cost and 
savings, so they can achieve their goals and keep their families healthy and happy. Building 
a solid financial wellness program within your organization takes the right technology, 
tools, and communication. 

Employees must learn to include finances when they think “wellness,” especially given 
the immense impact that financial standings and stress can play on their health and 
happiness. For some employees, achieving financial security can seem like an impossible 
task. Incorporating financial support into your benefit experience and strategy will help 
destigmatize money-related stress, fuel positive business outcomes, and make financial 
wellness a more achievable goal for your workforce.
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ABOUT EMPYREAN

Empyrean Benefit Solutions manages employee 
health and welfare benefits programs, combining 
the industry’s most modern, client-adaptive, and 
configurable benefits technology platform with 
expert, responsive service to deliver Hi-Touch Benefits 
Administration. 

Empyrean provides market-leading enrollment, 
eligibility management, ACA reporting, and other plan 
administration services that empower employers, 
insurance brokers, and healthcare exchanges to meet 
ever-evolving benefit challenges.  

Founded in 2006, Empyrean’s integrated platform 
serves over three million annual participants across a 
wide spectrum of sizes, industries, and complexities

Visit www.GoEmpyrean.com for more information.

www.goempyrean.com

